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“Frankly, what puzzles me,” said Pettis, “is your attitude 
towards the whole business. Now, | only study fiction; only 
ghost stories that never happened. Yet in a way | believe in 

hosts. But you’re an purer on attested happenings - 
things that we're forced to call fact unless we can refute 
“em. Yet you don’t believe a word of what you’ve made the 
most important thing in your life. It’s as though Bradshaw 
wrote a treatise to prove that steam-locomotion was 
impossible, or the editor of Encyclopedia Britannica 
inserted a preface saying that there wasn’t a reliable article 
in the whole edition.” 


“Well, and why not?” said Grimaud, with that quick gruff 
bark of his wherein he hardly seemed to open his mouth. 
“You see the moral, don’t you?” 


“‘Much study hath made him mad,’ perhaps?” suggested 
Burnaby. 


(THE THREE COFFINS by John Dickson Carr/ =H -iR) 


Chapter Zero: Soushiki Zerozaki 


“When a person dies... I believe it is inevitable that something 
‘bad’ be at play, and that an existence akin to ‘evil’ be involved.” 


There were only two people inside the train car. However, that 
was not a particularly unusual situation, but rather the typical state 
of the countryside train on a weekday afternoon. That said, to claim 
that it was more unusual to find even two people in the same car at 


that hour would be a slight exaggeration. 


One half of the pair was a young boy wearing a school uniform. 
His hair was bleached to a lighter color, and his ears, wrists, and 
fingers were adorned in gaudy silver accessories that, at the very 
least, the boy in question—and likely only the boy in question— 
must have thought looked stylish. 


The other was a man almost too tall to look Japanese. However, 
his lean figure was not one that gave the impression of a large man; 
rather, coupled together with his unusually long arms and legs, his 
silhouette looked reminiscent of a wireframe model that might 
adorn a middle school art classroom. His almost too ordinary, run- 
of-the-mill style of dress—a suit, a necktie, slicked back hair and 
silver-rimmed glasses—looked shockingly unflattering on him. 


In the otherwise empty train car, the boy and the wireframe 
model were exchanging words without making any particular effort 
to keep their voices down—or more accurately, it looked as though 
the wireframe model was the one doing all the talking, while 
considerable irritation could be found in the boy’s expression. In 
contrast, the wireframe model appeared to be thoroughly enjoying 
himself. 


“For example, assume we have a psycho killer. Being the psycho 
killer that he is, he kills people in accordance to his raison 
d’étre. Naturally, all the people he kills will die. It goes without 
saying that the psycho killer is the ‘evil’ in this situation; after all, if 
it weren’t for him, none of those people would have died. Next, let’s 
say he falls into the hands of the authorities, and after an 
investigation and a trial, he is sentenced to death. Of course, it was 
the actions of the killer himself that were ‘bad.’ However, what if he 
were executed under a false charge? If the psycho killer hadn’t 
actually killed anyone at all—he was simply a psycho killer, and 
hadn’t actually killed anyone—yet he was still given the death 
sentence, then what? I suppose the justice system would be the 
‘evil’ there, or perhaps the investigator and the judge and were ‘bad’ 
at their jobs, mm. Then, let’s say that investigator, somewhere 
completely unrelated to the aforementioned scenario, is crushed by 
a comet falling from the sky and dies. There’s no room for doubt 
there—that investigator had ‘bad’ luck.” 


“Uh huh... Gotcha.” 


The boy gave an indifferent response, as if to ask what the point 
of that speech was. He seemed rather put out, but apparently 
lacking the courage to snub a man who looked almost twice his 
own height, he halfheartedly held up his side of the conversation. 
Seemingly unbothered by the boy’s reaction, the wireframe model 
continued. 


“Do you understand what I’m trying to say? In other words, 
‘human death,’ through and through, when you get to the core of it, 
is a concept intrinsically linked to ‘evil,’ and there isn’t even a 
single centimeter of room for things like good will or conscience to 
come into play. In a story where people die, not one character who 
isn’t an evil scoundrel will make an appearance, and that’s the way 
it should be. Saints who preach of justice and do-gooders who 
preach of morality, as well as those something-or-others that solve 
mysteries—none of them are qualified to have their names listed in 
the cast of characters, and I’m sure they themselves wouldn’t wish 
to be listed there either. That’s how it is. To express love or emotion 
or truth through a person’s death is impossible. All there is when a 
person dies is ‘evil.'” 


“Only ‘evil’?” 
“Only ‘evil.’ Nothing else.” 


“ ,.But y’know, Pops...” He must have had his doubts about that 
rather extreme logic, as the boy spoke up with what sounded like 
every bit of courage he could muster and presented the wireframe 
model with a counterargument. “...Aren’t there times when a 
person would ‘rather be dead’? Aren’t there situations where ‘death 
is a mercy,’ or basically, someone is ‘better off dead’?” 


“T’m not quite old enough to be called ‘Pops’ yet,” said the 
wireframe model with a wry smile. “To respond to your rebuttal, a 
situation where someone is ‘better off dead’ is already ‘bad’ in and 
of itself. Haha, I’m sure that to someone of your age, this must 
sound like little more than wordplay. I understand how you feel, 
truly I do. However, I don’t make a habit of playing with words, 
and while I’m far from an old man, I have lived quite a bit longer 
than you have, so I believe I’m in a position to give you this lecture. 
So... hmm, what did you say your name was?” 


“Uh, it’s... Jion Tsuge.” 
“Aha!” Upon hearing the boy timidly offer his name, the 


wireframe model clapped his hands together. “Jion, is it? What a 
good name. A name shared with the founder of the Nen-ryu fighting 
style, in fact. I can get a sense for what kind of person your father 
is. Truly splendid.” 


“Uh huh...” 


Paying no heed to the look on the boy’s face that clearly said, 
“Who the hell is that, never heard of ‘im,” the wireframe model 
addressed the boy with, “Jion-kun,” and turned to face him. 


“Listen here. This world is filled to the brim with ‘evil,’ with 
beings that could be described as ‘evil.’ Life is much like spending 
your days trapped in a room with landmines buried left and right. 
Holing up in a room with death at every turn—that’s what life is. 
Even without doing anything in particular, people will run into 
something ‘bad’ at about the same probability as getting stopped at 
a traffic light. In that case, there’s no reason to go out of your way 
to become that ‘evil’ yourself and thus double your chances of 
meeting with death—wouldn’t you agree? I doubt I even need to 
ask this, but Jion-kun, you don’t want to die, do you?” 


“Well, no—” 


“Of course not. Suicidal thoughts are among the worst, most 
despicable ideas a living person can have. It’s an act that doesn’t 
even amount to an escape, after all. Alright. In that case, Jion-kun.” 
There, the wireframe model changed his tone as he spoke to boy. 
“Playing hooky is truly a ‘bad’ thing to do. You can still make it 
before the end of the day, so you had best switch trains at the next 
station and get yourself to school.” 


ce 0 


After witnessing the boy skipping school to go have fun 
somewhere, the wireframe model was trying to persuade him to 
rethink his actions—was a rundown of the situation, it seemed. 
Summarized like that, it sounds like a horribly ordinary snapshot of 
everyday life, but the route the wireframe model had taken to get to 
that conclusion was incredibly unusual. Not many people would 
bring death into a discussion about something as trivial as school 
attendance. 


It seemed the boy had gone straight past irritation, right beyond 
exasperation, and finally lost it, as he let slip a burst of laughter. 


“Geez, Pops. You are really frickin’ weird, you know that?” 


“T told you, I’m not old enough to be called ‘Pops.’ In fact, I have 
a little brother just about your age.” 


“Oh yeah? Then should I be calling you ‘Bro’ or something?” 


“Mm... Oh, no, that wouldn’t be particularly wise.” Here, the 
wireframe model suddenly fumbled with his words. “That is, if you 
want to live—mm, yes, if you want to live life as a human. In that 
sense, I can’t say it’s a good idea to go around wearing those 
jangling rings and bracelets and earrings. It makes it too easy to tell 
you apart from other people.” 


“Why? It’s just fashion.” 


“You wouldn’t be asking that question if you’d read Turgenev, 
and if you were a fan of Koji Uno’s works, I’m sure you’d have 
given the idea of ‘normalcy’ some thought before.” The wireframe 
model evidently possessed a more roundabout personality than one 
would expect from looking at him, as he began his response to the 
boy’s question with a seemingly unrelated digression. “I’m sure at 
your age—around high school, when you’ve finally begun to get a 
glimpse of the world—you have quite a few ideas about your 
future. Most likely, this is what you’re subconsciously thinking: 
‘Even after I grow up and get a job, I never want to wear a suit and 
necktie.” 


“No, I...” 


It was difficult for the boy to agree with that statement with the 
wireframe model, dressed in a suit and necktie, sitting right in front 
of him, but his expression eloquently conveyed affirmation. Seeing 
that, the wireframe model grinned. 


“Oh, no, I don’t mind at all; you don’t have to concern yourself 
with my feelings. Kids today—or rather, kids of every era always 
want to become athletes or musicians. They hate wearing suits and 
neckties; after all, it’s ‘ordinary,’ something you can see all around 
you. It’s especially prominent in kids around your age, but people 
tend to feel something akin to fear at the idea of being ‘ordinary.’ 
They feel an instinctual dread of ‘being the same as everyone else.’ 
They hate conformity, conventionality. It’s not that they want to 
feel superior to others; if it means being the same as someone else, 
being indistinguishable from someone else, they’d rather come out 
on bottom. At any rate, they’re afraid of being average, of being 
‘ordinary.’ ... However, I can’t understand that feeling at all. 


‘Ordinary’ is the most wonderful thing one could be.” 
“..Whaat? An ordinary life would be boring as hell.” 


“Is a dead end, death end, and breath end life what you want, 
then? Jion-kun, being ‘ordinary’ amounts to ‘not causing trouble for 
others.’ Those who aren’t normal, whether that be in a positive or a 
negative way, will always end up hurting other people. As a result, 
they hurt themselves as well. It’s a continuing cycle of harm. One 
that repeats itself endlessly. One that continues as long as they’re 
alive, until the moment they die. And so, to be ‘ordinary’—to be 
‘normal’—is truly fortunate. Both for the person himself, and for 
those around him. Of course, what the person himself wants is his 
own business, but surely it’s better for those around him to be 
fortunate, yes? And when the people around you are better off, 
you’re better off, too. It’s what we call the synergistic effect of 
happiness. Take this for example, Jion-kun: do you have anyone 
you respect from the bottom of your heart?” 


“Someone I respect from the bottom of my heart...?” 


“A remarkable figure you would consider a god. The world has a 
rather long history, so surely there must be at least one, yes?” 


“T dunno about ‘respect’ or whatever... But I like Jim Morrison, I 
guess.” 


“Hmm?” It appeared the wireframe model didn’t recognize the 
name, as he tilted his head to the side in question, but he regrouped 
quickly enough with, “Well, that works.” Evidently, he lacked the 
sense of curiosity to seek new knowledge. “I’ve never heard of that 
person in my life, but if you say you like him, I’m sure that, 
whether it be penning a literary classic or performing an orchestral 
masterpiece, he made some remarkable achievement. That isn’t 
‘ordinary.”” 

“Right.” 

“But—and you might not like that I’m saying ‘but’ here, but if 
you were to ask whether that made him fortunate, the answer 
would be no. If you were to ask whether those around him were 
fortunate, the answer would be no. I have no idea who this Jim 
Mori-san is, but I can assert, loud and clear, that the answer is ‘no.’ 
Listen here, Jion-kun. The majority of phenomena born of 
‘abnormality’ are ones that leave a negative impact. Perhaps it 
might look like an enviable life from someone else’s point of view, 


but being envied doesn’t bring anyone good fortune. Honor and 
prestige, social standing and wealth—no one needs any of those 
things to be happy. This is the most important part, so I want you to 
listen carefully, but ‘happiness,’ in the end, is all about getting 
along with the people around you. That’s the fate of us mammals.” 


“T don’t really get it,” the boy replied with a frown. “So 
basically, talent doesn’t really help when it comes to getting along 
with people?” 

“Tt only hurts, in fact.” Who knew what basis he had for saying 
it, but the wireframe model stated his opinion with unwavering 
confidence. “Perhaps it would be a different story if you were 
aiming to become a revolutionary, but if you want to live life as a 
human, it’s best to hide your dispositions. That’s precisely why I 
choose to clothe myself in the ubiquitous fashion of a suit, necktie, 
dress shoes, and slicked back hair. Even I desire my fair share of 
happiness, you see.” 


“Huh...?” 


Ignoring the look in the boy’s eyes that clearly asked, “So you’re 
not even a salaryman and youre still dressed like that?”, the 
wireframe model suddenly murmured, “Goodness,” accompanied by 
a sigh. 

“ ..But there are some idiots in the world who just can’t 
comprehend that... My little brother is one of them, for example. 
Hear me out, will you? My foolish little brother, you see, not only 
lets his hair grow out wildly, but he even dyes it... Oh, no, if he 
were just bleaching it the same way you do, I could understand it. 
But don’t you think dyeing it is a bit much? And it’s not just that. He 
has all manner of piercings in his ears... And he doesn’t wear 
earrings like you do. Who knows what goes through his head, and I 
don’t particularly want to know either, but he hangs cell phone 
straps and the like from his ears. What on earth is the point of that? 
And the real clincher is his tattoo. A tattoo! It’s not even one on his 
arm or his back; it’s a huge one right across his face. There are 
limits to the amount of idiocy I can abide by. I’d like to sit him 
down one day and ask him why he thinks so little of the body his 
parents gave him. What’s truly dumbfounding is that the boy 
himself goes around like that thinking he looks cool. If the little 
brat weren’t family, I’d give him a good walloping.” 


The boy refrained from pointing out that the man was enough of 
a weirdo to give that little brother a run for his money and that it 
sure sounded like an issue that ran in the family, instead giving an 
unenthusiastic response of, “Uh huh... I see.” He seemed genuinely 
uninterested. 


“’,.So I take it your family doesn’t get along all that well, Pops?” 


“Hm? Oh, no, it’s nothing like that. The greatest hate springs 
from the greatest love, you see. That was just my own special way 
of gushing about a loved one. Honestly, whether you searched the 
entirety of Japan or even the entirety of the globe, you’d be hard- 
pressed to find a family as close as mine. They’re a family I can 
truly be proud of.” 


As he said that, the wireframe model smiled with what did 
indeed look like genuine pride. He seemed to hold his own family 
in high esteem, but considering what the man himself was like and 
how he’d described his little brother, it was easy enough to guess 
what the rest of the family was like, and the boy wore a conflicted 
look on his face as he imagined it. Misinterpreting the reason for 
that expression, the wireframe model lifted his chin with a, “Hm?” 


“What is it? Do you have issues with your family, Jion-kun? 
That isn’t good. Family has to get along with one another. That’s 
what it’s all about, after all.” 


“Tt’s not like that, exactly... They’re just a pain in the ass. Dad, 
Mom, my brother, my sister, they’re all really dull people.” 


“Hmm.” 


It appeared he was fairly interested in the boy’s family 
circumstances as, for once, the wireframe model gave nothing but a 
nod in response. 


“IT mean, what I call ‘dull,’ maybe you’d call ‘normal’ or 
‘ordinary’ or ‘fortunate’... but I just can’t see things that way.” 


“That’s fine; brood to your heart’s content. Angst is a privilege 
of our teenage years. But speaking as someone who outgrew that 
angst many a year ago... a family made up of those stuck at a dead 
end is a whole different kind of problem. For instance, Jion-kun, 
you wouldn’t want to become the newest member of a household 
where everyone is a homicidal maniac, would you?” 


“Well, no...” 


“That’s perfectly natural, and that’s the right answer. You 
mustn’t forget that. If you don’t want to die, you must never stray 
from the word ‘natural,’ or from the phrase ‘run-of-the-mill.’ Much 
like ‘evil,’ reasons to die are scattered like landmines all throughout 
the world. All people die eventually, but there’s no reason to rush to 
your death. People should live for as long as they’re able. No matter 
what destiny they shoulder, no matter what sins they have 
committed, those who are alive are those who ought to live... and 
all the more if they have a goal they’re out to accomplish. Heheh, to 
tell you the truth, I myself am currently in the midst of searching 
for my runaway brother.” 


“Your brother... The same one you mentioned earlier?” 


“Yes. He’s always had a heart full of wanderlust... and this 
instance has been a rather extreme example of that. Apparently he 
was headed for western Japan, but that’s the only clue I have to go 
on. I haven’t the slightest bit of information to tell me whether he’s 
gone to Nagasaki to eat castella cake, whether he’s traveled to 
Okayama to eat kibi dango, whether he’s flown to Okinawa to eat 
chinsuko, or perhaps whether he’s staying in Kyoto eating 
yatsuhashi.” [1] 


“Okay, I get that your brother has a real sweet tooth... but that 
means you’re never gonna find ‘im. Shouldn’t you leave something 
like that to the police or a detective agency? An amateur’s never 
gonna get anywhere no matter what he tries.” 


“An amateur, hm?” the wireframe model murmured with a 
smile. “Sadly, I have to find him before the police do, and there’s a 
good reason why I can’t ask a detective for help. He’s a problematic 
nuisance of a brother, you see.” 


“Huh? The hell does that mean? What, is your brother a psycho 
killer or something? Not to piggyback off the conversation we were 
having earlier.” 


“Oh, no. He’s nothing as impressive as a psycho killer,” spoke 
the wireframe model, returning the boy’s quip with a quip of his 
own. “In fact, it would be rude to psycho killers to put them in the 
same category. He needs to study under me for a little bit longer 
before he’s worthy of that title. And that’s precisely why I need to 
find him. It would be terrible if he were to go out into the world so 
inexperienced and get himself into trouble. The world and 


summertime are both brimming with danger, after all.” 


“T’d never guess it from looking at you, but you sure are 
passionate about your little brother.” 


“That ‘I’d never guess it’ bit was uncalled for. It’s only natural to 
care for one’s family. Mm, right, I might as well try asking since I 
already have you here. Have you seen a boy with dyed hair, a 
tattoo on his face, and cell phone straps hanging from his ears?” 


“No... If I met a guy like that, I don’t think I’d ever forget it...” 


“He’s just under five feet tall with a rather cute face. Of course, 
he puts it utterly to waste with that tattoo of his. He usually wears 
his hair tied back with the sides buzzed. Oh, that’s right, he might 
be wearing sunglasses as well. Ah yes, and apparently he thinks this 
is trendy, too, but he keeps knives hidden all over his body.” 


“Mmmm... Actually, I’m starting to hope I never run into this 
dude... ... Hm? Wait, you said you didn’t have any clues, but if 
you’re asking me this, does that mean you’re anticipating that he’s 
in the area?” 


“Oh dear, you have all the sharp wit of a storybook detective. 
Unfortunately, you’re also about as far off the mark as a storybook 
detective. It’s nothing like that, not at all. I wasn’t lying when I said 
I had absolutely no information. But if you can accept something a 
bit more insubstantial, I can tell where my family is by intuition.” 


“Intuition...” 


“Yes, intuition. It’s like a collective unconscious, or, well, more 
like the pack instincts in wolves, I suppose. When it comes to those 
sorts of bonds, my family has no equal. Thanks to that, I can make a 
prediction more or less along the lines of ‘hmm, maybe he’s 
somewhere around here.’ I told you before, didn’t I? They’re a 
family I can truly be proud of. Well, I suppose the line between 
pride and shame is more than just paper thin; they’re similar 
enough to be two sides of the same coin. If I may prattle on for a bit 
longer, to begin with, my family is—” 

Just as the wireframe model seemed ready to start another 
bragging session about his family, the train’s speakers rang out with 
an announcement that the next stop was approaching. Hearing that, 
the wireframe model broke off mid-sentence and stopped what he 
was saying with a, “Well then.” 


“Get off this train at the next station, wait for another train on 
the opposite side of the platform, and get yourself to school. You 
have more than enough time to make it to your afternoon classes. 
I’m sure you'll have to endure a bit of a lecture from your teachers, 
but just let it roll off your back. It’s not as though they’re putting 
their hearts into those lectures themselves, so there’s no reason to 
give them the time of day.” 


“ ..Fine. I’ll go already, sheesh. You’re such a pain in the ass.” 


With a dejected air, the boy stood up from his seat and took his 
school bag down from the luggage rack. Perhaps he thought that 
going to school would be preferable to having the wireframe model 
continue to hang around him for the rest of the day. Observing the 
boy’s actions, the wireframe model nodded with satisfaction. 


“Good. Now that’s what I hope to see from someone who bears 
the name Jion. Heheheh, names truly are valuable. To tell you the 
truth, I consider ‘names and natures do often agree’ to be one of the 
golden rules of the world.” 


“Uh huh...” 


“Heheh, heheheh. Good, what a relief. It would seem that you 
‘pass."” 


“Huh?” 


At the wireframe model’s pleased remark, the boy knit his brows 
in confusion. In response, the wireframe model waved his hands in 
an exaggerated gesture, as if to gloss things over. 


“Oh, no, I was just talking to myself. Well then, be wary of the 
world.” 


As he spoke, the wireframe model motioned towards the door of 
the train car. Almost as if he had calculated the timing, the 
gradually decelerating train finally came to a complete stop and the 
doors swung open. The boy bobbed his head with a quick, “See ya,” 
and stepped down onto the platform of the station, but as if a 
thought had suddenly occurred to him, he muttered, “By the way,” 
and looked over his shoulder at the wireframe model. 


“T still haven’t heard your name.” 
“[?’m Soushiki Zerozaki.” 


He introduced himself with the utmost nonchalance, and in the 
next moment, the train doors snapped shut. And with that, the 


interaction between the normal, unexceptional, dull boy, Jion 
Tsuge, and the abnormal, exceptional dead end of a wireframe 
model, Soushiki Zerozaki, had drawn to a close. 


¢ ¢ 


Soushiki Zerozaki’s suit was custom-made; on the inside of the 
jacket, there was a pocket modeled after a holster, and that was 
where he kept his favorite “murder weapon” hidden. That 
“weapon” of his was crafted in the shape of a pair of scissors, but 
one look was enough to tell you that it was not your typical 
stationery. 


To put it more accurately, and moreover, to put it more clearly, 
it was a blade with a handle shaped like conveniently sized half- 
moons, consisting of two double-edged Japanese-style knives made 
of welded steel and iron, fastened together with a screw that 
allowed them to be opened and closed—or so might be the best 
description. The blade attached to the handle for the thumb was a 
bit smaller than the blade attached to the handle for the remaining 
fingers. Its exterior was unmistakably that of a pair of scissors, and 
“a pair of scissors” was the only proper way to describe it, but it 
was impossible to imagine that it was created to be anything other 
than a weapon for killing people, almost like a pair of monster 
scissors that could very well be wielded by the Teke Teke from 
Ghost Stories.[2] When the blacksmith forged the anomalous blade 
(he made it for fun, apparently), the only name he bestowed upon it 
was a model number, so Soushiki called the weapon “Mind 
Render”—and alternately, “Suicidal Tendencies”—a name which 
had come to be used as a synonym for Soushiki Zerozaki himself. 
That spoke to just how much Soushiki loved that eccentric weapon 
of his; however, it didn’t mean that he would show it off to anyone 
without good reason. It was easy to get the wrong idea, but as an 
exceedingly self-effacing man, it was in Soushiki Zerozaki’s nature 
to dislike standing out and instead show deference to others. He 
had even vowed never to perform his specialty, the Cossack Dance, 
only making an exception for the times he was in a particularly 
delighted mood. Considering the length of his legs, it was likely a 
sight to behold. 

However, the moment after Jion Tsuge stepped off the train—in 
one very casual movement, Soushiki produced the blade Mind 
Render from the inside of his suit. With a sharp, metallic sound, he 


opened the scissors once, then closed them again. 
“Why, hello. I must apologize—it seems I kept you waiting.” 


He didn’t shift his gaze, but Soushiki’s words were directed 
towards a man who had just moved in from the neighboring train 
car. Just like Soushiki, the man was dressed in the terribly typical 
fashion of a suit and necktie—but the object he gripped with both 
hands was anything but typical. He held a heavy caliber handgun at 
the ready, pointing it straight at Soushiki. 


The man was nearly expressionless, and it was impossible to tell 
what he was thinking from those dead eyes—but Soushiki seemed 
utterly uninterested in that from the outset, only quirking his lips in 
a wry smile. 


“Hey now. We’re both professional players, aren’t we? Do put 
away that boorish intimidation tactic. Haven’t you ever heard of the 
term ‘a waste of time’?” 


“...You’re a member of the Zerozaki Family, aren’t you?” 


While doing as he was instructed and putting the gun away, the 
man asked Soushiki that question. Given the way he said it, it 
sounded less like an actual question and more like he was 
confirming something he already knew. Soushiki, who hadn’t 
shown the slightest bit of shock at the handgun, reacted to that 
remark with almost exaggerated surprise and looked over at the 
man for the first time. 


The man standing there was a complete stranger, one he had 
never met in his life. 


That’s strange, thought Soushiki. 


To avoid targeting someone because he was a member of the 
Zerozaki Family was perfectly common, but to target someone 
because he was a member of the Zerozaki Family was absolutely 
unthinkable. Logic had nothing to do with it; that was just what the 
name “Zerozaki” meant. It was so self-evident to Soushiki that no 
explanation or exposition was necessary. 


However. 
If there was an exception to the rule... 
In that case. 


“Heheh. Believe it or not, I’m something of an odd duck, even 
among the Zerozaki. A pacifist, you could call me. I’m a white dove 


of a man who loves peace and justice above all else.” 


Soushiki Zerozaki got up from his seat, very leisurely standing 
himself upright. Thanks in great part to the length of his arms and 
legs, he gave the impression not so much of a white dove than of a 
giant praying mantis. He placed his fingers on the larger half of the 
handle and, with a whir, spun the giant scissors around in circles. 
The ridiculousness of the weapon cut the effectiveness of the threat 
in half, but nonetheless, the man took a defensive stance and drew 
back a step. 


“So if you’re willing to retreat now, I’ll just forget about all this. 
You never met me, and I never met you. You never found me, and I 
was never found by you. ...Most importantly of all, you won’t be 
killed by me, and I won’t kill you. If you take your own life into 
consideration, I think there’s plenty of room for negotiations, don’t 
you?” 


ce ”? 
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Without a word, the man reached into the inner pocket opposite 
the one where he had stowed his gun, this time pulling out a knife. 
In one hand he held a knife with a convex edge, and in the other, 
he held a large, thin blade of a rather old make. It looked like you 
could easily crush a person’s skull just by gently swinging it down. 
The weapon was far too unwieldy to possess any of the 
characteristic beauty of a blade, but of course, the man had no need 
for that. With no questions asked and with every fiber of his being, 
the man was oozing hostility. From the looks of things, Soushiki’s 
words had backfired completely. With an exasperated sigh, Soushiki 
stopped the rotation of his scissors. 


“T hardly have time for this when my brother is right nearby... 
Well, I suppose there’s nothing to be done for it.” 


Soushiki Zerozaki thrust the two blade edges of Mind Render 
before the man, striking a pose as the smile left his face. 


“’..Well then, let us begin the Zerozaki.” 


(Jion Tsuge—Passed) 
(Chapter Zero—The End) 


[1] Each sweet mentioned here is the specialty product of the 
region it’s paired with. 

[2] The Teke Teke is a Japanese urban legend. It appears in the 
Japanese film series Ghost Stories (not the anime with infamous dub, 
sadly, though they are based on the same book series), albeit with 
an appearance very different from how it’s typically described in 
urban legends. The movie Teke Teke is an orangutan-looking 
monster that carries around a scythe and skull on its back. 


Chapter 1: Iori Mutou (1) 


“...Huh?” 


Men have a plan when they murder someone, and women 
murder on impulse. Even if it’s done on the spur of the moment, a 
man will commit murder in a vaguely calculated way, and even it’s 
been painstakingly planned out in advance, a woman will commit 
murder in a vaguely impulsive way. Iori Mutou did not subscribe to 


that idiotic theory predicated on infantile prejudice—not that she 
was in a position to in the first place, considering she had never 
even heard of it. 


And yet. 
Why? 
“What. No way...” 


Even Iori had once heard baseball referred to as an “unscripted 
drama.” No predicting future developments, no telling what will 
happen next, no knowing how things will end up—an improv 
performance with no outline to follow. On the one hand, Iori found 
that to be a pretty apt description, but on the other hand, she 
couldn’t help thinking to herself. 


An unscripted drama. 
What was so fun about that? 
“ ..For reals?” 


For the first time since she was born, the high school girl by the 
name of Iori Mutou had been faced with imminent peril. Or perhaps 
that would not be the most accurate way of putting it; to describe 
the situation more objectively and more correctly, she had been 
cornered by a peril closing in on her from behind. Thinking back, 
the danger had always been there, and all seventeen years of her 
life to that point had been devoted to running away from it. It was 
much like the games of basketball they would play in her gym class; 
while everyone else would describe basketball as a sport in which 
the goal was to steal the ball from the other team and shoot it into 
the hoop, in Iori’s mind, the goal of basketball—and of any other 
ball game, at that—was to run somewhere the ball wouldn’t reach. 
Whether it was volleyball or softball, or even a ball toss game or 
oodama korogashi{1], if lori was able to make it to the end of the 
game without ever touching the ball, she considered that a worthy 
victory. Of course, it wasn’t quite clear what exactly it was 
supposed to be worth, or what exactly she was supposed to be 
winning against. 

An image of being chased. 

A picture of running away. 


The latter may give off a stronger impression, but the moment 
she was caught, the two would amount to the same thing. Endings 


always come without warning. Just like when a clock runs out of 
batteries—or perhaps like when a bolt of lightning trips a circuit 
breaker, they come abruptly, too uncalculated to be called 
unforeseen, devoid of any script or outline. 


“This is kinda, y’know... a ‘my life is over!’ type of situation... 
Or is this just what it was all leading up to?” 


Thinking back—somewhere deep down in her heart, Iori had 
always had that feeling. Ever since she was a child. It wasn’t a 
hunch, nor was it something she had figured out from experience; 
based on nothing more or less than pure conviction, she had always 
vaguely thought, “I’m never going to get anywhere in life.” In 
elementary school, when she had been instructed to write an essay 
titled “My Dream for the Future,” Iori had filled two pages of 
notebook paper talking about her aspirations, writing drivel like, “I 
want to become a baker. If I can’t do that, I want to become a 
nurse,” but of course, Iori didn’t really believe she could become a 
baker or a nurse. (And to tell the truth, she didn’t want to in the 
first place. She had just plagiarized an essay her older sister had 
written. Oh, it’s no big deal; when it comes to writing, execution is 
more important than originality.) On her recent midterm exams, 
when she had aced the tests for four different subjects, one of the 
teachers had praised her with, “I could count on eight fingers the 
number of students in this school as gifted as you. With scores like 
this, you could get into whatever university you want,” but even 
then, she only wondered to herself if he was some kind of octopus 
or spider with the way he was counting things, not believing for a 
second that there was a single university on this earth she could get 
into. The very fact that she had finished compulsory education and 
was now enrolled in high school vaguely—and for no concrete 
reason—felt like a miracle to her. That morning, before she had left 
the house for school, when she read the newspaper sitting next to 
her breakfast plate, when she read the article adorning the entire 
front page, she had felt a strange sense of empathy. The article was 
about a 27-year-old man named Tokuhiko Sawagishi who had been 
found murdered inside a train that ran next to Iori’s high school. It 
reported that he had been ruthlessly torn to pieces with some kind 
of sharp-edged blade. It was exactly what would be labeled a 
“bizarre murder case,” but completely removed from that— 
although she had never met the man called Sawagishi, and even if 


he had never been killed, the two of them likely never would have 
crossed paths, and again, the two of them shared absolutely no 
connection, past or future—lori felt something akin to empathy for 
the 27-year-old murder victim. Just like the man who had been 
anticlimactically murdered on a train in the middle of nowhere, she 
was stuck with a never-ending one-way ticket, doomed never to 
reach any destination. 


She would never get anywhere. 
An eternal halfway point. 


It was much like freediving in a bottomless swamp. Even if she 
still had strength to spare, the moment she ran out of breath, it was 
all over. 


“’..But, c’mon... It’s not like this is really my fault...” 
The time was 4:30 PM. 


School was finished, and she was on her way home. (She was a 
member of the “go-home club.”) 


The scene was set beneath a bridge, and every few minutes, the 
unpleasant rattling of a train passing overhead reverberated 
through the area. There was not another soul to be found—not an 
“urban air pocket,” as they say, but perhaps what you could call a 
Lagrange point in the country. There stood Iori, completely alone. 


That is, if you disregarded the corpse of a high school boy that 
lay before her. 


“’,.Okay, no, this is pretty bad.” 


Iori was pretty sure the uniformed boy with a butterfly knife 
sticking out of his throat was one of her classmates. However, he 
had never made much of an impression. In Iori’s mind, “classmates” 
were nothing more or less than “peers with whom you learn in the 
same classroom.” In other words, they were easily replaceable, and 
in fact, they were replaced with each new school year, so she didn’t 
bother remembering each and every one of their names. After all, 
it’s not as though remembering them was ever going to get her 
anywhere. 


For lack of any other options, while taking care not to get any 
blood on the sleeves of her uniform (it was expensive, after all), Iori 
nervously stuck her hand into the breast pocket of the boy’s 
uniform and took out his student ID. Along with a photo, address, 


and other miscellaneous information, the name “Yasumichi 
Kagawa” was written there. Oh yeaaah, I remember now, Iori 
thought, clapping her hands together. His nickname was Yasuchi. 
The cute pet name contrasted with his rough appearance, so now 
that her memory had been jogged, she dimly recalled hearing it 
before. 


“’,.So, why is Yasuchi lying here dead? That’s the million dollar 
question.” 


It certainly was a questionable state of affairs, but the answer 
was plain as day. The one who had taken that butterfly knife and 
plunged it into Yasumichi’s windpipe was none other than Iori 
herself. The situation being what it was, there was no room for a 
narrative trick to somehow turn that answer on its head. Despite 
the concern she had shown about getting her sleeves dirty, her 
uniform was already drenched with Yasumichi’s blood, and the 
sensation of the kill still lingered in her hands. 


“,.1 totally offed him.” 


She had been getting ready to go home, just the same as any 
other day, when Yasumichi had approached her. She had followed 
after him at his request, and before she knew it, he had taken her 
out to a completely deserted area. Oh, wow, is he gonna ask me out? 
Sure is nice to be young! Iori had thought, but in the next moment, 
Yasumichi was pointing a butterfly knife at her, screaming 
incomprehensible things in an unintelligible voice. Even then, Iori 
had failed to register the “danger” she was in, only thinking, Whoa, 
that’s a tiny knife. C’mon, do you really think you can kill anyone with 
a pocketknife like that? Even if you can break the skin, you’re never 
gonna cut through the flesh. While Iori was occupied with her 
carefree introspection, comical enough to be inappropriate for the 
situation, Yasumichi had rushed forward unflinchingly with his 
“tiny knife” aimed right at Iori’s heart. Iori had been incredibly 
taken aback, but Yasumichi’s course of action was perfectly logical 
—once someone takes out a knife, it’s only natural for them to use 
it—and rather, it was clearly Iori who was out of touch with the 
situation. However, as surprised as she was, Iori still hadn’t felt that 
she was in “danger”—or, no. 


It was the very same “danger” she had always felt. 
...lori didn’t really remember what had happened after that. All 


she knew for sure was that she had stolen that knife from 
Yasumichi, and that she had thrust that very blade into his throat. 


“Aw, geez. Now I’ve done it.” 

The culprit is me. 

It was a picture that could be summed up in one sentence. 
Evidently—this was “for reals.” 


She was like the killer on a Tuesday Suspense Theater drama. (2] 
In which case, did that mean there was someone observing this 
scene from the shadows who would show up to blackmail her later? 
And thus, she would be forced to commit her second murder. Or 
would it be best to do things like a killer on Columbo (she seemed to 
recall there being an episode about an actress who would murder 
people on impulse) and attempt to cover up the crime? Wait, no, 
thinking about it rationally, there was a chance this would hold up 
as legitimate self-defense. Yasumichi had come at her with the knife 
first, so that was clear for anyone to see. Long live self-defense. 
Viva! But were you allowed to kill people as long as it was done in 
self-defense? She was pretty sure it was allowed, at least based on 
her knowledge from TV dramas. But wouldn’t that be a little too 
cut-and-dry for a TV show? Please, God. Shouldn’t there be limits to 
how far an unscripted drama can go? Weren’t people bound to kick 
up another fuss about how she was only a 17-year-old? 
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... However, she got the feeling that wasn’t the real issue here. 
As unfortunate as it was for this “Yasumichi Kagawa,” what truly 
mattered here wasn’t the fact that she had killed him. The real 
problem here was the sense that she had touched the thing she had 
been running from all this time—the thing she had been avoiding as 
if it were a basketball. Iori had been fine all that time she was 
running around from place to place, but the moment she touched it 
even once, she had lost. 


She had lost. 


Something she had just barely been holding together had 
collapsed in on itself. 


That was how it felt. 


“Ugh... This is all ’cause Yasuchi just had to attack me out of 
nowhere.” 


She tried pinning the blame on someone else for lack of 
anything better to do, but she genuinely meant every word of it. 
Thinking about it, her classmate had been acting strangely from the 
very moment he approached her. As one could guess from his 
nickname, Yasumichi was typically the lively, energetic kind of guy, 
but today there had been an empty look in his eyes, and he had 
spoken to her without making eye contact. She had thought it was a 
bit odd at the time, but that hadn’t been enough reason for a 
relatively normal person like Iori to anticipate that a classmate was 
going to attack her with a knife. 


“But... this doesn’t make sense. No wayz I could do something 
like this.” 


She tried saying it in a cutesy way, but there was little point to 
it. 

She stole the blade from him and stabbed him with it. That may 
be easy enough to say, but it was hardly something a delicate, frail, 
adorable girl (self-described) could pull off against a muscular, 
athletic boy. Even the magic phrase “many miraculous coincidences 
happened all at once” would not have been enough to explain the 
situation. Iori had stolen the blade from Yasumichi exactly the way 
she had envisioned it in her mind, and she had stabbed him with it 
exactly the way she had envisioned it in her mind. That was the one 
thing she vividly remembered. Her hands—her body remembered. 
No unforeseen miracle had occurred. As one could assume from the 
metaphor about basketball, Iori Mutou was not athletic, held 
absolutely no interest in martial arts, and even including her 
childhood, had never fought with a friend using anything but 
words. And yet, as if she were playing a CD she had listened to 
millions of times on repeat, as if she were following a routine, her 
body had taken action against Yasumichi. Like the ritual at the 
beginning of every class—stand, attention, bow, sit. 

“Maybe I’m like the hero of a shounen manga, and the moment 
my life was in danger, ‘my sleeping powers awakened’? I dunno, 
like... maybe I had a talent for killing people all along... Ahaha.” 

She tried laughing it off, but it wasn’t very effective. 

At any rate—now that things had come to this, she had no 
choice but to turn herself in. She was a minor, so if she surrendered 
herself, her sentence was sure to be lightened. Wait, or would it be 


best to talk to her family about it first? If they were to suddenly 
hear via a third party that their baby daughter had been arrested, 
the shock might be enough to kill them. That would be awful. Or 
was it important for her to take responsibility for her actions on her 
own? That was what she had always been taught. As that internal 
debate unfolded in her head, Iori decided she should get away from 
the area (even though she had been the one who killed him, she 
didn’t particularly want to look at the corpse of someone she knew) 
and turned around to leave, but she quickly froze in her tracks. 


With a presence so natural it was as if he had been standing 
there since long before Iori and Yasumichi had arrived, a man was 
looking straight at her, leaning against a concrete wall. He was 
almost too tall to look Japanese; however, he was too thin to give 
the impression of a large man. Even taking into account the overall 
height of his body, his legs and arms were unusually long. He was 
dressed in a suit and necktie with slick-backed hair and silver- 
rimmed glasses, but that ubiquitous fashion looked shockingly 
unflattering on him. In a way, his figure looked reminiscent of a 
wireframe model. 


eoeee 


He witnessed it, Iori realized, tensing up. 


If someone reported the crime before she confessed, it would no 
longer count as a self-surrender and she would receive a heavier 
sentence (complete self-interest). Who was this guy? Why was he 
watching her out in the open like that? If he was going to watch 
her, she would have an easier time reacting if he did it like he was 
supposed to and spied from the shadows... Wait, no, if he had been 
watching the entire time, then he was sure to understand that it 
wasn’t Iori’s fault—that it had been legitimate self-defense. Not only 
was blackmail out of the question, but he could even serve as a 
witness. In that case, this was like a dream come true. ...No, she 
couldn’t get ahead of herself. There was nothing to suggest that he 
had conveniently arrived in time to see the whole thing. In a worst 
case scenario, it was possible that he had only witnessed the scene 
starting from the moment she had stolen the knife. 


However, as she ran through those perfectly natural calculations 
in her head, in the corner of her mind—or rather, the calculations 
were secondary, and what occupied the front of her mind... was a 
“strange feeling.” 


Huh? 

Huuuh? 

This man. This man... 

Hadn’t she met him somewhere before...? 


“ ,.Just now,” the wireframe model said to Iori, making no 
attempt to introduce himself. It was hard to read any particular 
emotion from his voice. “Just now, you said something with a great 
deal of truth to it. Almost as if you were the Buddha himself.” 


“ ..H-Huh?” Iori responded, taking a step backwards. What? 
What did that mean? As if she were the Buddha himself? What kind 
of greeting was that? “W-What are you referring to?” 


“But if I may point out a single mistake—while still conveying 
the utmost respect for the accuracy of the statement, of course—it 
would be better described as a ‘disposition’ than a ‘talent.’ It’s true 
that ‘talent’ and ‘dispositions’ are very similar, but we mustn’t 
ignore the striking difference between them: the former is 
something you cultivate, while the latter is something you repress. 
Oh, but careless mistakes happen to the best of us; don’t let it get to 
you.” 


“W-What are you talking aboot?” 
In her state of utter disarray, she flubbed her words. 


Ignoring her reaction, the wireframe model walked past Iori and 
crouched down next to the prostrate body of Yasumichi Kagawa. 
Then, he gave a soft, eerie laugh. 


“A single stab to the throat, hm...? Impressive work. A bit too 
impressive. So impressive it becomes more of a downside, really. 
Perfection is rather monotonous, you see; it lacks an individual 
touch. And when it comes down to it, individuality is all about 
what a person lacks and where they lack it. While it’s true that the 
concept of individuality is a mere illusion, a world devoid of fantasy 
would be a rather dreary place. By the way—um, what did you say 
your name was? My dear young lady.” 

“Huh? Oh, i-it’s Iori. My last name is—” 

“Oh, I don’t care about that. I was only asking about your first 
name. Iori, hm? The same name as the adopted son of Musashi 


Miyamoto; I’m almost jealous. Never before have I met one who 
bears such a noble name.” 


“It’s, uh, nice to meet to you, too...?” 


“Yes, it’s nice to meet you. The question we’re now faced with, 
however, is what will become of this meeting, and what this 
meeting will become.” 


As if he had just thought of something, the wireframe model 
grabbed the handle of the knife and pulled it out in one forceful 
motion. The moment the stopper had been removed, dark red blood 
started to gush from the wound. The body had begun to look more 
and more like a corpse, and Iori reflexively averted her eyes with a 
yelp. 

“..It’s amazing that you actually managed to kill someone with 
this little toy. Color me surprised. Look, see this? The blade is 
broken. And it’s not even because it hit bone, either; it was ruined 
by the time it was halfway through the muscle. This is why I’m not 
a fan of Western-style knives. They can barely withstand any 
impact,” explained the wireframe model, showing off the bloodied 
knife to Iori. Once again, Iori averted her eyes. Noting her reaction, 
the wireframe model tilted his head to the side in puzzlement. 
“Hm? Oh, I see. Could this be your first time killing someone, Iori- 
chan?” 


“H... Huh? What do you mean?” 


“In other words, I’m asking if you commit murder as a part of 
your daily routine, day in and day out.” 


“T... The answer should be obvious.” 
“You obviously do?” 
“T obviously don’t!” 


“T see, I see. Just as I suspected.” The wireframe model nodded, 
before muttering, “‘Obvious,’ hm?” in a somewhat unenthusiastic 
tone. “Then I was quite right to compare you to the Buddha. Oh 
dear, it would seem that I hit the nail on the head yet again. In any 
case, while it’s natural to feel nervous about your first time, you 
shouldn’t worry about it quite so much. When was my first, 
again...? Well, I suppose anyone who remembers how old they 
were at the time is still wet behind the ears.” 

“Uh. Uhhhhh.” Iori panicked. This was bad. This was bad. This 


was bad. This was bad. This was really bad. This guy was a total 
weirdo. “What you have to say is truly fascinating, and I wish I 


could just listen to you talk forever, but I’m afraid I must make 
haste to the police station... Feel free to continue on your own if 
you'd like, but is it alright if I leave now?” 


“The police station? What for?” 


The wireframe model stood up, with a look that said he really 
didn’t understand. Iori was far from a short girl, but looking at him 
like this, it seemed like an entire child could fit in the height gap 
between them. Iori recalled a phrase she had learned in Japanese 
class, “tall enough to pierce the heavens.” By association, she also 
recalled the phrase “heaven on earth,” but that had nothing to do 
with the current situation. As the wireframe model moved towards 
her, Iori considered running away, but despite some of the obvious 
flaws in her personality, Iori had a reputation throughout the school 
for being a sociable person. She wouldn’t want anyone saying she 
had a bad attitude because she ran away from the wireframe model 
here. The thought was enough to make her stop and face the man 
once more after she had begun to turn away. 


“What do you mean, ‘what for’...?” 


“Hey now, Iori-chan. Hey now, hey now, hey now, hey now, 
Iori-chan. Wait just a second. I sincerely doubt this is the case, and 
my legs are quivering at the possibility that you might think I’m an 
idiot for asking, but Iori-chan, you wouldn’t possibly be thinking of 
turning yourself in, would you?” 


“Uh, yeah! Of course I am!” Flustered, Iori flapped her hands in 
front of her chest. “This isn’t some silly mystery novel, so there’s no 
way I could cover up a crime like this. I don’t know what part you 
started watching from, but let me make this clear: Yasuchi was the 
one who attacked me first, so this was a perfectly justifiable 
homicide.” 


“I suggest you give up on that plan. If you go to the police, 
you'll just end up killing them,” the wireframe model stated firmly 
—firmly enough to seem strange. “You should refrain from talking 
with family, friends, and teachers, as well. You wouldn’t want to 
kill your family and friends, would you? I’m sure you have mixed 
feelings about your teachers, so I can’t speak to that one. It’s too 
late; you’ve strayed from the right path, so if you meet with 
someone now, you'll only be able to think about killing them.” 


“C’mon, no way... What are you talking about? You’re making 


me sound like some kind of homicidal maniac.” 
“Well, you are a homicidal maniac.” 
He declared it outright. 
He concluded it—outright. 


“Only a fresh newborn, but still. When I sensed the wicked aura 
around you, I was so sure you must be my little brother... Oh dear. 
I suppose I came to the wrong place, after all. What a mess, heheh. I 
truly didn’t see this one coming. It’s a predicament analogous to a 
failing amusement park. What am I supposed to do now? What 
exactly is being demanded of me here?” The wireframe model 
raised both of his arms to the heavens, turning away in the other 
direction. “Goodness. It’s like Ittetsu Hoshi had his way with my 
timetable.[3] Heheh, heheheh,” he continued, using a metaphor that 
was completely lost on Iori as he walked aimless circles around the 
corpse. It looked like he was thinking about something. 


“...Um.” 


Not that she was attempting to imitate him, but Iori decided to 
do some thinking as well, folding her arms in front of her chest. 
First, there was the current situation. What was she to do with this 
wireframe model of a man who had so rudely called her a 
homicidal maniac (not that she could deny it entirely, considering 
she had, in fact, killed a person)? He was dressed in a suit, but he 
certainly didn’t give the impression of a businessman making the 
rounds, and he was strangely calm about the dead body lying in 
front of him (not that she was one to talk). Wasn’t he going to 
report her to the police? (Not that she wanted him to.) 


He was a strange person. 
A weirdo. 


However—no matter how much of a weirdo the man standing 
before her was, the way she was feeling right now was just as 
strange. It wasn’t just strange—it was downright baffling. 

After all. 


With this wireframe model standing before her... 


She had begun to feel like killing someone wasn’t a big deal, 
that it didn’t matter all... 


That... couldn’t be true. 

That’s right. She had killed a person. 
And yet, why...? 

Why didn’t she feel the least bit nervous? 


Or was it always like this? Once you had killed a person—once 
the deed was done, was it not that big a deal? Then how was it any 
different from, say, the boyfriends and relationships the girls in her 
class would always brag about? Once you’ve actually done it, 
there’s nothing to it—even an elementary school student could say 
the same about riding a bike for the first time. 


Even though she had killed someone. 
Was that really okay? 

Even though... she had killed someone. 
“Hmmm. Oh well.” 


The wireframe model gave a nonchalant shrug of his shoulders, 
glided backwards on the heels of his shoes, came within five 
centimeters of Iori with his back still facing her, and then finally 
turned around to look at her. Five centimeters. It was an awfully 
close distance to keep with a stranger. 


“By the way, just by the by, Iori-chan. You don’t need to feel 
bad about killing him. And... you don’t need to feel guilty that you 
don’t feel bad. The fault lies with him, after all.” 


CALs 


It was so very much like he had read her mind—though of 
course, it was probably just a coincidence—that it took her a 
moment to react to what the wireframe model had said. Once she 
had actually processed it, however, she realized it was good news, 
at least as far as she was concerned. 

“T-Then, you were watching when Yasuchi attacked me?” 

Whew, what a relief. lori couldn’t help but break into a smile at 
the thought, but the wireframe model simply answered, “No,” as he 
shook his head, expressionless. 

“T wasn’t watching anything. The only thing I’ve seen is the 
result we have here. By the time I got here, everything was already 
finished. ‘Finished,’ hm...? Heheh. And so, let me ask you a 


question, Iori-chan... Did this boy say anything strange to you?” 


“U-Umm...” Iori faltered. “Come to think of it, I think he did yell 
something weird. What was it, again...?” She couldn’t remember it 
very well. What had he said? “Oh, right. I think he asked me if ’'d 
read The Inugami Family.” [4] 


“Okay, okay, very okay. Your powers of memory appear to be 
about as defective and unreliable as they come, but that’s enough to 
give me a good idea of what happened.” 


The wireframe model nodded to himself, as if the pieces of a 
puzzle had fallen into place. But in the next moment, he tilted his 
head to the side and knitted his brows in a troubled frown. 


“Mmm. Now, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here, Iori- 
chan. I’m not Fukuzou Moguro.[5] If you’re expecting something 
straight out of The Strange World of Yousuke[6] to happen, Id prefer 
you abandon that hope now.” 


“Huh? ” 


“In other words, I haven’t shown up to rescue you from the 
crisis you’ve found yourself in, nor have I come to help awaken 
your ‘talent for killing people,’ as you called it. While I have my 
trusty pair of scissors, I’m afraid I don’t possess a bow and arrow. [7] 
I wouldn’t want you under the impression that I’m that 
extraordinary of a person.” 


“Hunh...?” 


“Hm? Was the metaphor lost on you, perhaps? You look terribly 
confused. Heheh, thanks to the influence of a ‘certain someone,’ I 
read quite a bit of manga. Enough that you could call me a fanatic, 
probably. I’m actually a history buff first and foremost, but you’d 
find those references even more obscure, wouldn’t you? I make the 
utmost effort when it comes to communicating with the younger 
generation, so I’d appreciate it if you could give me a pass on this 
one.” 


While she gave him credit for trying, she thought it was a waste 
of effort. 

Also, quit patronizing the younger generation. 

“T don’t believe they’re that popular these days, but foreign films 
used to be filled with stories about a young blonde girl who would 
commit a crime because she wanted to save her poverty-stricken 


family, or because her unscrupulous friends had talked her into it, 
or because she was struck by one of the impulses of youth, or 
perhaps in self-defense or out of revenge—basically, for some 
reason she couldn’t help—only to be approached from behind by a 
man in a suit who would then lure her down the back alleys of the 
underworld. It doesn’t necessarily have to be a blonde girl, and the 
man doesn’t necessarily have to approach from behind, but either 
way, I have no intention of taking a page from their book and 
playing the part of an agent. As proof of that, I didn’t call out to you 
until you turned around, did I? ‘Someone is sure to show up at a 
turning point in my life’-—the thought goes beyond arrogant and 
becomes downright laughable. There is not a single person on this 
earth, myself included, who can help guide you down your path. 
Why, you ask? Because it’s too late. You will never reach any 
destination.” 


“T’ll never reach...” 


“Then again, you had the air of someone who’s given up on 
‘something’ from the get go, so perhaps you never had the illusion 
you would end up anywhere.” 


He was a man who spoke in a way that left no room for 
argument, all while rubbing others the wrong way. Still, Iori 
understood what he was he getting at. Part of her had wished for a 
hero (whether it be one aligned with light or with darkness) to 
conveniently appear in her moment of crisis—part of her had 
wished for someone to save her—part of her had prayed for 
something to happen—but that would be far too convenient. People 
don’t run into angels offering salvation or devils offering to grant 
wishes so easily. And so, “You’re right,” was Iori’s answer. 


“Oh well... I’m the one who killed Yasuchi, so I guess that 
makes me the bad guy here.” 

“...No. Like I said, you aren’t the bad guy.” 

She was contradicted yet again. 

Furthermore, it was a particularly forceful refutation this time. 
The wireframe model spoke decisively, with such overwhelming 
gravity that it allowed no room for counterargument. 


“It’s just as I said before—the ‘evil’ in this situation is this boy 
you call Yasuchi.” 
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For the second time, Iori froze. Without any build up or lead in, 
the wireframe model had taken something like a giant pair of 
scissors from the inside of his suit. Its exterior looked like that of a 
pair of scissors, but that was only because there was no better term 
to describe it; thus, while it just barely qualified as “something like 
a pair of scissors,” its true form was something else entirely. 
Compared to that, the butterfly knife Iori had used before was 
indeed nothing more than a mere toy. But what had truly caused 
Iori to freeze up... 

was the scene unfolding behind the wireframe model. 

With blood still gushing from his neck, Yasumichi Kagawa had 
stood up—and was staring at the two of them with dead, hollow 
eyes. 

“Y-Yasuchi...” 

“Correct. Yasuchi is the bad guy.” As he spun the unwieldy 
scissors around his fingertips, the wireframe model chuckled. “He 
received a fatal wound from a knife gouged into his neck and is 
well on his way to his death, yet still he stands back up and tries to 
kill his target—if that isn’t ‘evil,’ then what is? Well, ‘evil’ though 
you may be, you’re too far gone to be called ‘evil’—exactly the 
same as that man I met on the train. I do sympathize, but I won’t 
hold back.” 

The wireframe model addressed Yasumichi, who—perhaps due 
to the large amounts of blood leaking out of his body—looked 
strangely pale, even more reminiscent of a corpse than before. 

Why? lori wondered, turning comparably pale. 

There was no way he could be alive. 

She had dealt him a decisively fatal wound. 


He shouldn’t have been alive; he should have been at death’s 
door... 


“...Yasuchi-kun. You ‘fail.’ There is absolutely no hope for you.” 
The scissors gleamed. 


Supposing they had only given the illusion of gleaming, it would 
still be a miracle. Although they had been spinning around the 
fingertips of his right hand just moments ago, they were now 
rotating in his left hand. 


In the same moment, the wound Iori had created disappeared 


from Yasumichi’s neck. Or, to put it more accurately—his entire 
neck, wound and all, vanished. 


Yasumichi Kagawa’s head and body had been cleanly separated. 


The head hit the ground first, accompanied by an empty thud 
reminiscent of a watermelon being dropped on the floor, and the 
rest of the body was soon to follow, collapsing in a heap on top of 
it. This time for sure, he would never stand up again—even in Iori’s 
panic, she knew that much. 


Her panic. 

No—that wasn’t quite right. 

She wasn’t panicking. 

She was shivering. She was tingling. 


She was... excited. 


The man in front of her had sliced off a person’s head without so 
much as turning around—and yet, here she was, feeling something 
akin to awe. 


His movements just now, his technique just now... 


Compared to those, the way Iori had moved when she stabbed 
Yasumichi in the throat had been child’s play. So much for “exactly 
as she had planned it in her mind,” so much for “exactly as she had 
envisioned it in her mind.” So much for “just as she had planned it 
in her mind,” so much for “just as she had envisioned it in her 
mind.” Her movements had been absurdly clumsy, terribly comical, 
merely part of a desperate struggle. 


The two were worlds apart. 

“T am Soushiki Zerozaki,” the wireframe model finally 
introduced himself. “Iori-chan...” 

“Y-Yes?!” 

Instinctively, she found herself straightening up. 

There was a tension running through her body, all the way from 
the top of her head to the tips of her toes. She had been completely, 
utterly wrong. At the very least, this man—this person—was more 


than just a weirdo. He was someone who stood at a far greater 
height than Iori did. Upon closer inspection, she noticed that he was 


quite handsome, as well. The slender eyes hidden behind his glasses 
had begun to look irresistibly alluring to her. That’s right, this man 
wasn’t just some weirdo... 


“Would you like to become my little sister?” 
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He was a pervert. 
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As Iori Mutou, after killing someone and confronting the first 
ever crisis in her life, was now immediately faced with her second 
predicament—a certain presence watched over the scene from a 
distance. The total number of figures “observing this scene from the 
shadows,” as Iori would put it, was two. 

“Hmm, hmm—hmm. I don’t really get what’s going on here or 
what the situation is, but it looks like... there are two of them.” 
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“What do you think this means?” 

“Are they both Zerozaki? Judging from the situation, it sure 
looks that way—but a female Zerozaki is something of a rarity. It’s 
my first time seeing one, at least.” 
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“Right, Brother?” 
“Brother? Could you please say something?” 


“The girl in the knit cap is unascertainable... but we can 
presume that the lanky one in the suit is Suicidal Tendencies—Mind 
Render. Considering those large scissors and the way he carries 
himself, there can be no mistake.” 


“.,.Which means that man is Soushiki Zerozaki? The Soushiki 
Zerozaki? ...Hoo boy, then we're in trouble. Real, deep trouble.” 
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“Brother?” 
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“Hey, Brother, this isn’t the time to be showing off how taciturn 
you are. Mind Render is the one known as ‘the Twentieth Hell,’ 


commander of the Zerozaki Family’s special attack unit, right? 
Looks like we’ve lured in a big catch right out the gate.” 


“.,.And on top of that, the other one is an utterly unknown 
element. How peculiar... It is difficult to say whether this is good 
fortune or not.” 


While one half of the duo played the fool, the dour look on the 
other’s face showed no signs of relaxing. It appeared the two figures 
possessed entirely opposite personalities. However, both of their 
gazes were fixed on the same point, without the slightest bit of 
divergence. 


Dispassionately, they pressed on with their disjointed 
conversation. 

“T guess, at the end of the day, a shortcut is just a shortcut. 
That’s what we get for trying something new. ...Well then—what 
shall we do next, Brother? I think it’s about time we do away with 
the small fry and check on the situation ourselves. It’s better we 
avoid catching too much attention.” 
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“Tm talking to you, Brother.” 
“ ,.That is fair reasoning... However...” 


“Youre right—we’ve already caught ourselves so much 
attention that it’s a little late to be worrying about that now. 
Honestly, those Zerozaki don’t have any concept of restraint. How 
dreadful, how truly frightening. They don’t give the slightest 
thought to the time or place or even the occasion.” 


“Indeed. Just as the rumors said, the Zerozaki are devoid of 
mercy for anyone but their relatives...” 


“Hmm. So, what should we do, Brother?” 
(74 ” 
“Broootheeer.” 


“..I will go meet with ‘her’ one more time. Putting aside the 
extra... if our enemy is the Twentieth Hell, in a worst case scenario, 
this may be too much for us to handle alone.” 

“Worst case scenario, hm? You’re as cautious as ever.” 
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“Hehe—hehehe. Well then, since I couldn’t care less about the 


worst case scenario, I’m thinking of jumping in ahead of you and 
making my move.” 
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“That’s fine with you, isn’t it? Brother.” 
“’..Do as you like. I give you permission to act freely. 


“Mow them down as you see fit.” 


The two figures vanished in the same instant. 


(Tokuhiko Sawagishi—Failed) 
(Yasumichi Kagawa—Failed) 
(Chapter 1—The End) 


[1] Oodama korogashi is a Japanese relay race where participants 
roll a giant ball as they run. It’s a commonly played game during 
school sports days. 


[2] Tuesday Suspense Theater was a programming block on Nihon 
Television that featured one-off suspense dramas, broadcast every 
Tuesday for two hours. 


[3] Ittetsu Hoshi is a character from the sports manga (and 
anime) series Kyojin no Hoshi. He is most known for an iconic scene 
in which he loses his temper and flips over the dinner table. 


[4] The Inugami Family is a 1972 Japanese mystery novel written 
by Seishi Yokomizo. 


[5] Fukuzou Moguro is the titular salesman from the manga 
series The Laughing Salesman. His job is to help people achieve 
whatever desire they want; however, the moment they betray or 
deny his help, he ruins their lives. 

[6] The Strange World of Yousuke is a multi-volume anthology of 
short stories by the prolific manga artist Yousuke Takahashi. 

[7] This is a reference to the powerful item Bow and Arrow from 
Jojo’s Bizarre Adventure Part 4. It has the power to awaken the Stand 
of any living creature it cuts. 


Chapter 2: Iori Mutou (2) 
Iori Mutou—17 years old, female. 


She never took off her knit cap, not even in summer. 


Her height was on the tall side, and her weight was on the light 
side. 


She was born on April 23, and her blood type was A. 


Her family was made up of a father, a mother, an older brother, 
and an older sister. 


She was bad at taking things seriously. 


Whatever the situation, she had the habit of poking fun at 
everything. 

She was an eleventh grade student at a private, co-ed high 
school that had the highest college acceptance rate of any school in 
the prefecture. She was not a member of any school clubs and 
maintained excellent grades, but thanks to her typical attitude and 
conduct, she wasn’t generally perceived as a “model student” by 
those around her. At best, she was considered an easygoing class 
clown and a burden when it came to gym class, and while her 
occasional naivety had (half-teasingly) earned her the nickname 
“The Maihime Dancing Girl”[1]; from some of her underclassmen, 
other than that, she wasn’t viewed as particularly special. 


She had nothing that could really be called a hobby, and while 
she didn’t have anything she could get especially passionate about, 
she never felt terribly discouraged over anything, either. To put it 
less kindly, she was the type who never got overly invested in 
anything. Still, that didn’t mean she couldn’t understand emotions 
like joy or excitement; when she was in junior high, one of her 
friends had told her, “You seem like you have fun just being alive,” 
and it was an assessment she found rang true. 


Putting aside what the girl herself thought about it—from an 
objective point of view, the seventeen years of her life to that point 
had been filled with a reasonable amount of happiness, a reasonable 
amount of unhappiness... 


And they had, most likely, been something perfectly “normal.” 
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“Really... What a bind.” 


There is a proverb that gets thrown around frequently when 
discussing global environment issues: “It is easier to tear down than 
to build up.” If we deployed every nuclear weapon possessed by all 
the military powers of the world, obliterating every bit of greenery 
off the face of the earth would be a simple task, but reconstructing 
all that obliterated greenery would take a monumental amount of 
time—is essentially what it means. 


But is that really true? 
Is destruction really so simple? 


Even without splitting hairs and claiming that it took humanity 
an equally monumental amount of time to develop nuclear 
weapons, in reality, to actively desire the destruction of a planet we 
as humanity have worked so long and hard to build up—and to 
actually act on that desire—is something incredibly hard to do. To 
hold destructive impulses exceeding a prescribed limit is just as 
difficult as holding none at all. 


The same can be said about one’s own life... 
So thought Soushiki. 


They often say, “It’s hard to live, but it’s easy to die,” but 
Soushiki had never believed that for a second. Nor did he believe 
that killing one insignificant person was enough to signal the “end” 
of someone’s life. An “end” had to be something more decisive, 
more fatal. At the very least, that was how Soushiki Zerozaki 
defined the term. 


Those who don’t commit suicide are those who don’t have the 
courage to go through with it—Soushiki would typically be the first 
one to raise an objection to that glamorization of suicide, but he 
wasn’t so narrow-minded as to refuse to acknowledge the mentality 
in and of itself. 


But putting that aside. 


Alone stood Soushiki Zerozaki, the beheaded corpse of 
Yasumichi Kagawa lying in front of him. He had already wiped the 
blood off his scissors and slipped them back into his suit. 


“_,.Really now, what a bind. Perhaps I went about inviting her 
the wrong way. Kids these days are so innocent, or maybe just 
ignorant... At any rate, I’ll just have to learn from this mistake. Live 
and learn, live and learn.” 


With a wry smile, Soushiki rubbed at his right hand. Upon 
closer inspection, there was a visible bloodstain on the back of it. 
That blood, however, had not belonged to Yasumichi Kagawa. 
Soushiki wasn’t so unskilled that he would accidentally shower 
himself with the blood of an opponent already on his last legs. 
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And yet, if an outsider took a look at the scene, no one could 


blame them for assuming Soushiki was, in fact, “unskilled.” After all 
—it wasn’t someone else’s blood. 


“ ..Red, hm?” 
Red blood. 


It had been quite a long time since he had seen the color of his 
own blood—and taking into account that a young girl like that was 
the reason he was looking at it, this was probably a first. 


She had been unarmed. Still, that hadn’t meant he had let his 
guard down. He had been perfectly cognizant of the fact that her 
nails were longer than they needed to be (plenty long enough to 
serve as a “weapon,” at least), and even if they hadn’t been, he still 
hadn’t intended to take her lightly. 


And yet—regardless of that. 


She had dug her nails into his right hand, taken advantage of 
the moment he recoiled ever so slightly—and succeeded in escaping 
from Soushiki Zerozaki. 


Now, not even her shadow lingered beneath the bridge. 


“She got away, did she? Such an unruly girl, that one. She truly 
reminds me of my little brother. Or perhaps even of Soushiki 
Zerozaki in his younger days,” murmured Soushiki as he stuck a 
Band-Aid over the back of his hand. “Well then, whatever shall I do 
now? It looks like it really was just a short while ago that Iori-chan 
‘awakened.’ I’m a little worried about leaving her on her own. Well, 
it would be a little more than worrying—it would be dangerous.” 


Soushiki’s current “mission” was to find his little brother and 
bring him back, and thus, he did not have the time to be dealing 
with an unknown quantity of uncertainties. But with that said, what 
was he to do in this situation? It probably wouldn’t be all that 
dangerous to leave his brother on his own. For all his problems, he 
was levelheaded at his core and possessed a decent amount of self- 
control. Even if he did commit some murders, his kill count surely 
wouldn’t exceed the double digits. It would likely cause a stir, but 
as long as it was confined to a short period of time, it would remain 
within the scope of everyday life. 


But as for the girl in the knit cap... 


“If she were just a homicidal maniac, leaving her on her own 
might not be an issue—but given that she was able to escape from 


me empty-handed, she isn’t just a homicidal maniac... 


“She’s a psycho killer.” 


A sharp glint flashed in Soushiki’s slender eyes. 


“At this rate, there’s no knowing how many hundred or how 
many thousand people will end up dying. It’s as if a row of launch 
buttons for a nuclear missile were laid out before a clueless child. In 
the worst case scenario, an entire city could be wiped off the map,” 
Soushiki muttered to himself, looking genuinely put upon. Soushiki 
muttered to himself with an expression that, contrary to his words, 
told that he didn’t particularly care whether a city was wiped off 
the map or not. Soushiki muttered to himself, as if to say that there 
was something more important at stake. 


“Besides, this bothers me on a more personal level. Take 
Yasuchi-kun here, or that man on the train. Something about it 
doesn’t sit well with me. It’s ‘bizarre.’ It’s hardly unusual to find 
myself standing on an unfamiliar stage before I know it, but hmm... 
yes, I suppose that’s what I’ll do. It would be better for my mental 
health to eliminate any unknown uncertainties ahead of time...” 


Soushiki trailed off. 


And then, in one long, slow motion, he once more drew Mind 
Render from the inside of his suit. 


“...And in any case, it doesn’t look like I have much of a 
choice.” 


With a soft laugh, he turned to look in the direction opposite 
Yasumichi’s corpse. 


There—in droves. 

In droves—in droves. 

People had begun to gather. 

Were they onlookers who had been drawn in by the commotion 
surrounding Yasumichi Kagawa’s corpse? No. 

There were five people. 

No, one more person—a short girl who looked elementary 
school age—was hidden in the shadow of the other five. That made 
for a total of six people: three men and three women. Each and 


every one of them had an empty look in their eyes. Even 
disregarding the little girl as an outlier, there was no sense of 
cohesiveness within the group. A man well into adulthood, a blond 
teenager, and a young man with the air of a sportsman. A young 
office lady next to a middle-aged woman who seemed to be 
housewife. At the very least, the six of them didn’t give the 
impression of a group of friends. To even find a shared hobby or 
interest between them would likely be a difficult task. The six 
spread themselves out, surrounding Soushiki. 


“You’re a member of the Zerozaki Family, aren’t you?” the 
group spoke in unison. 


It was eerie. 


Then, each one of the six took out a weapon dangerous enough 
to have no place in everyday life, brandishing it before Soushiki. 
Even the elementary school girl wielded a stun gun that had clearly 
been designed with no regard for the law. 


“’,.Oh dear. Now this is the ‘oh dear’ to end all ‘oh dear’s.” 
Soushiki gave a light shake of his head, clearly fed up with the 
situation. “Really, I have to wonder... It’s true that ’m a handsome 
man the likes of which is rarely seen, but I had no idea I was 
irresistible enough to attract men and women of all ages. I’ll have to 
keep that in mind from now on.” 

His attempt at lightening the atmosphere had no effect on the 
group of six. While it didn’t help that the joke itself wasn’t 
particularly funny, that didn’t seem to be the only issue. 

Bit by bit, the enemy closed in. 

Apparently unbothered by the fact that his joke had fallen flat 
or by the way the six were slowly shuffling towards him, Soushiki 
merely continued to spin his scissors around his fingertips. 

“ ,.Hm? In that case, should I assume someone was sent after 
her, as well?” 

The sharp snap of the scissors echoed through the area. 

Much like earlier, he looked as though he found the gesture to 
be something of a hassle—however, that annoyance spoke to the 
fact that this was something Soushiki Zerozaki had accomplished 
with ease hundreds of times before. 


“Well then, well then, let’s do without the peace negotiations 


this time. It seems I’ll have to conduct your exam in a bit of a hurry, 
you pitiful little puppets.” 
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She ran away. 
She had run away. 


Iori Mutou had finally arrived at her own apartment building. 
By the time she snapped out of her trance, she had already slipped 
past the self-locking automatic door and was catching her breath in 
the elevator hall. Her knees were shaking, her head was dizzy, and 
she looked ready to collapse on the spot. She lifted her head and 
surveyed her surroundings, but that perverted praying mantis was 
nowhere to be found. From the looks of things, he hadn’t chased 
after her. 

“Now then...” 

And with that. 

She began to fret. 

It was all well and good that she had escaped her second 
predicament, but the initial problem still hadn’t been resolved. That 
is, while the matter had been swept under the rug for a bit thanks 
to the appearance of that pervert, there was no way to erase the 
truth that Iori had “stabbed” Yasumichi. The wireframe model had 
dealt him the finishing blow by cutting off his head, but that didn’t 
undo the fact that Iori had thrust a knife into Yasumichi’s Adam’s 
apple. 

The sensation lingering in her hands hadn’t disappeared. 

As if she were prepared to repeat the same action over and over 
again... 

Iori could still remember the feeling to the touch. 

“’..Mm. Yeah.” 

In what was perhaps an example of the homing instinct at work, 
she had made her way home without even thinking about it—but 
how in the world was she supposed to explain her bloodied school 
uniform to her family? Forget “how” to explain it—maybe being 
honest and upfront about it was all she could do. 

The time was just past 7:00 PM. 

At that time of evening, her father, mother, sister, and brother 


would all be watching television together (the Yomiuri Giants vs. 
Hanshin Tigers game). They might make a few passing comments 
about how Iori sure was late getting back, but they probably 
wouldn’t be all that worried about it. It wasn’t unusual for Iori to 
stay out late into the evening, and only a very special kind of family 
would jump to a ridiculous conclusion like: “Hmm, our youngest 
daughter sure is late getting back. She might be out killing a 
classmate somewhere!” 


“Aw man... They’re gonna be really shocked...” 
But still—she didn’t feel nervous. 
She lacked any sense of urgency. 


Or rather—even now, Iori felt no guilt about stabbing 
Yasumichi. “I’ve committed a horrible crime” wasn’t even a thought 
that crossed her mind. 


Even though she had killed someone. 
Despite that she had killed someone. 


How to put it... She had the feeling that something more 
consequential than that was happening to her now. Something that 
would make murder seem like a trivial matter was happening to her 
and her surroundings. Even though she knew full well that murder 
was anything but trivial. 


And yet—it was the wireframe model, not Yasumichi Kagawa, 
who weighed on her mind. His very existence was turning murder— 
turning death—into something she considered insignificant. 


“Umm... I think he said something about being ‘so chic’...?” 


Thanks to the shock over what he’d said next, she couldn’t 
remember it very well. 


At any rate, she recalled what he had said to her. 


“You should refrain from talking with family, friends, and teachers, 
as well. You wouldn’t want to kill your family and friends, would you?” 
“You’ve strayed from the right path, so if you meet with someone 
now, you'll only be able to think about killing them.” 

She shook her head furiously. 

There was no way. Why was she taking that perverted praying 
mantis man so seriously? He had cut off Yasumichi’s head without 
so much as flinching. (...She didn’t have room to talk, you say?) 


That may have been an easy enough feat for someone wielding such 
an atrocious blade (...although, wasn’t its shape a bit ridiculous?)— 
but to pull off that easy feat so easily was something very hard to 
do. It’s the same as how doing something natural as if it were 
perfectly natural can actually be incredibly difficult. For instance, 
say you were to swing a bat. That’s simple enough. Anyone can do 
it. But would you be able to swing that bat if another person’s head 
were right before your eyes? Is that something just anyone can do? 


Physically, it’s doable. 
Psychologically, it’s not. 
Even though—it’s the exact same motion. 


Feasibility and viability are not necessarily one and the same. 
The probability of something and the expected value of something 
can deviate wildly. 

They deviate. 

And consequentially, they break down. 

They collapse in on themselves. 

Even if someone managed to plan the perfect crime, they would 
still need determination, courage, and backbone to actually carry it 
out. However, that wireframe model—without any determination, 
courage, or backbone, without even a plan, but of course not 
unexpectedly, just as if it were perfectly natural—had cut off 
another person’s head. Compared to when Iori had stabbed 
Yasumichi in the throat, it was an entirely different type of murder. 

He was, most likely, a frightening person. 


A very, very frightening person. 

And yet. 

“From someone else’s point of view, I bet there isn’t much of a 
difference... between me and him.” 

If she met with someone, she’d only be able to think about 
killing them. 

How ridiculous. It was such an utterly ridiculous thing to say. 

But still—Iori found there to be something strangely persuasive 
in the speech that wireframe model had delivered as if it were the 
most obvious thing in the world. 


“'..Mm. Yeah.” 


That said, she had no choice but to continue on her way home. 
There was a part of her that wanted to be comforted by her family, 
but more practically, she just wanted to change out of her 
bloodstained uniform (it was gross, it smelled, and it stood out). 
She had thought about sneaking into her room and getting changed 
before anyone noticed, but the layout of her apartment made that 
impossible. The first room you would enter after opening the front 
door was the living room, and from there, there was a hallway that 
led to three bedrooms. In other words, she couldn’t get to her 
bedroom without going through the living room first. (Iori’s room 
was the furthest one down the hallway, and it was a room she 
shared with her sister.) 

“.,.Aaah.” 

Fretting about it wasn’t going to get her anywhere. 

lori finally came to that decision after she had fretted for about 
thirty more minutes. Thinking about it, she realized that loitering 
around in that bloody school uniform was probably the most 
dangerous choice she could make. It was a miracle that nobody had 
said anything to her yet. 

“Alright. Alright, alright, alright.” 


Now that it had come to this, she just had to leave things to 
chance. 

No matter how things turned out in the end—she couldn’t bear 
the thought of never seeing her family again. She should forget 
about what that pervert had said and believe in her family’s love for 
her, as well as her own love for her family. 
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Love. 


It was the first time in Iori Mutou’s life that the word had rung 
so pragmatically, yet so coldly, and moreover, so distantly. In the 
end, perhaps she was just running from reality, unable to accept the 
truth that she had committed a murder. 


Perhaps she just wanted someone to reject her. 
Or perhaps she wanted someone to accept her. 
Either way. 


She wanted someone to pass down some sort of judgment. 
Just like the wireframe model had done earlier. 
“..1 guess it’s all over for me.” 


It’s not as though this was the moment before her death—but 
nonetheless, she reflected on her life to that point as if it were 
flashing before her eyes. 


Those seventeen ordinary, boring years of her life, filled with 
things both good and bad. Those seventeen years she had spent 
thinking she would never get anywhere, those seventeen years she 
had spent running away. 


Escape. 
Avoidance. 
Taboo. 


Iori had never particularly loved nor hated that life of hers, but 
knowing that she would never be able to go back to it now... 


She wasn’t unaffected. 


She called the elevator, stepped inside, and pushed the button 
for the tenth floor. Before long, the elevator had arrived at its 
destination. It had hardly given her any time to compose herself. 
Time was marching on much too quickly. 


But still—how was she to broach the topic? 


Even if she stressed that it had been self-defense, even if she 
mentioned that someone else had dealt the finishing blow, none of 
that changed the fact that Iori had stabbed Yasumichi, and she 
wondered how her family would react to the news. Her father 
would probably be furious, and her mother would probably cry. As 
for her sister and brother—she wasn’t sure. They weren’t 
particularly close siblings. They might just find the whole thing a 
nuisance. They might hurl abuse at her. While lost in those 
thoughts, she had reached the front door. She thought about 
pushing the doorbell, but decided there was no point in being so 
formal. 


She prepared herself for the worst and stuck her key in the door. 
I love you, Mom, Dad. 

I hate you, but I love you, Sis. 

I hate you, but please don’t hate me, Bro. 


She felt no resistance. The door wasn’t locked. 
“...Hmm?” 

No resistance? The door wasn’t locked? 

That was weird—it was strange, it didn’t feel right. 


The entrance of the apartment building had an automatic lock, 
but that didn’t mean the Mutou family kept the habit of leaving 
their own front door open. They could have forgotten to lock it— 
but that didn’t seem likely. Whether they were in or out of the 
house, they would never forget to lock the door. With the exception 
of Iori, no one in the Mutou family was absentminded enough to do 
that. 


She slowly opened the door. 


She counted the number of shoes—her father, her mother, her 
sister, and her brother. 


It was the same as always, no doubt about it. 
No doubt about it, and yet... 
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Iori leapt inside the apartment, and without even bothering to 
take off her shoes, jumped into the living room in a single bound. 
There, the typical sight of an evening dinner could be seen. Food on 
the table—dinner being eaten—the television across the room—the 
channel turned to the Giants vs. Tigers game. The score was 0-0. It 
was currently the top of the fifth, with the Hanshin Tigers up to bat. 


All that was different from usual was that there was only one 
person eating dinner, and it was a man Iori didn’t recognize—only 
two things. And those two things were more than enough. 


He looked like a fairly young man, but there was a mysterious 
aura about him that made it difficult to pin down his age. And, how 
to put it... He had an odd appearance. Of course, a complete 
stranger making himself at home in her apartment and eating at her 
dinner table already exceeded the upper threshold of oddness, but 
the man’s sense of style went above and beyond even that. The 
lower half of his body was clothed in a black hakama, while he 
wore a training gi made of bulky cloth over his torso; altogether, he 
looked like he was all dressed up to go do some kendo or aikido 
training. Feminine features, Japanese-style glasses, and long, black 
hair tied back with a white cloth headband—at the very least, Iori 


had never seen anyone dressed like that outside of television or 
manga. 


Without showing any particular interest in Iori—or rather, 
without showing any signs that he had even noticed her—the man 
in the hakama remained fixated on the Giants vs. Tigers game. 

When Iori’s gaze wandered, she happened to notice a long pole- 
like object leaning against the chair next to the one the man was 
sitting in. Well, considering Iori was able to identify the object in an 
instant, perhaps there was no need for the “-like” qualifier. 
However, while it couldn’t hold a candle to those giant scissors the 
wireframe model had wielded, it was an object more detached from 
Iori’s everyday life than even kendo or aikido, and so, it took a bit 
of time for her to come to a conclusion. 
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It was a naginata. 


What’s more, it was the larger model of naginata so often 
wielded by warriors past... 


An enormous artifact beyond compare. 


It was an item that had no place in the living room of the 
average household. 


“ ..Hm? Hmm? Oh. Welcome back.” 

The man finally spoke, turning to face Iori. 

A gentle voice and an elegant smile. 

She couldn’t help but be captivated. 

“..I said, ‘Welcome back.’ Now what do you say?” 
“Oh, r-right. Thank you.” 


After being told the same thing twice, Iori had responded in a 
flutter, but she had no obligation to thank this strange man. As soon 
as that occurred to her, she lifted the head she had bowed, yelling, 
“W-Who do you think you are?!” 


“Yy-You can’t just let yourself into someone’s house like this... 
Where are Mom and Dad?! Don’t go eating somebody else’s dinner! 
By the way, those are my chopsticks and rice bowl!” 

“T’m well aware, Iori-san. Hehehe.” 

Upon speaking Iori’s name before she had even introduced 
herself, the man in the hakama stood up. He wasn’t particularly tall. 


He was about the same height as Iori, a bit on the short side for a 
man. Taking a look at his feet, she could see he had kept his shoes 
on indoors. Moreover, they weren’t just any shoes, but traditional 
zori sandals worn over red tabi socks. He gave the strong 
impression that he was dressed for the wrong era. 


What the hell? Iori asked herself, at a total loss. 
Was today Japan’s National Perverts Day? 
Was she the only one who hadn’t known about it? 


“First, allow me my charming self-introduction... ’m Naguma 
Sawarabi.[2] My name is Naguma Sawarabi. Nice to meet you.” 


“Oh, yes, it’s nice to meet you, too.” 


Thanks to her innate sociability, Iori dipped her head in a bow 
on reflex. Naturally, she came to her senses almost immediately and 
corrected her posture. 


“__No, no, no, it’s actually not very nice at all...” 


“Dear me, what a cruel thing to say! You shouldn’t judge a book 
by its cover, you know. I’m not dressed this way out of personal 
preference, so I’d appreciate it if you could take that into 
consideration.” 


“...Uh huh.” 


If you’re not wearing it out of personal preference, then what, is it 
part of your job? Do you get paid by the hour if you go around looking 
like that? Wow, what an easy job, I sure am jealous, Iori thought, 
though she lacked the courage to say any of it aloud. 


The man—Naguma Sawarabi—giggled as he watched Iori’s 
expression. 


“Why don’t you take a seat? Let’s have a nice, calm chat. I’m not 
particularly hoping to start up a sword fight in your apartment,” 
said Naguma, first sitting back down himself. Then, he pointed to 
the seat across from him. “By the way, which team are you a fan of: 
the Giants or the Tigers? For the record, I prefer the Giants. 
Baseball is all about the Yomiuri Giants, if you ask me.” 


“T hate baseball... It’s all balls, bats, and all other sorts of scary 
objects.” 


As she answered his question, Iori reluctantly sat down across 
the table from Naguma. If possible, she would have preferred to run 


away from this inexplicable anachronism of a man, but he was 
clearly the one holding the power in this situation, and 
furthermore, this was Iori’s house. Why should she have to flee her 
own home? 


Casually, she picked up a fork that was lying on the table. It was 
something she did subconsciously, so Iori herself didn’t notice she 
was holding it. Every single one of her conscious thoughts was 
focused on the man in front of her—Naguma Sawarabi. 


“.,.1 apologize for coming into your home without permission. I 
only did it to make my entrance more impactful, so just between 
you and me, there wasn’t very much point to it.” 


“There wasn’t any point to it...?” 


“T do my best to make a good first impression, you see. I always 
endeavor to express the beauty of Naguma Sawarabi in a way 
everyone can understand. After all, I’d feel sorry for those who lack 
a discerning eye, if they were never able to comprehend my 
magnificence. It’s important to know how to make compromises.” 

“If you don’t get out, I’m going to call the police.” 

“Oh? My, my. What a strange thing to say! If a police officer 
came here now, wouldn’t that spell trouble for you, Iori-san?” 

Naguma grinned. In contrast to his polite—his excessively polite 
—demanor, it was a truly repulsive smile. More than anything else, 
it evoked a visceral feeling of disgust. Like watching something 
beautiful warp into something hideous—that was the best way to 
describe it. 

“How do you plan on hiding that bloodstained sailor uniform? 
You'd be in a bit of a tough spot.” 

“You're right—but I’ve already made up my mind about it. 
Besides, you’d be in just as much trouble, Sawara-san.” 

“It’s Sawarabi. We’re not friends, so don’t go giving me a 
nickname. Family names are of the utmost importance to our kind, 
remember? Such is the case for the Yamiguchi, such is the case for 
the Niounomiya—and such is the case for the Zerozaki, of course.” 

“’,.Zerozaki.” 

Zerozaki—oh, that was right. 


The wireframe model had called himself by that name. 


Zerozaki—and, that’s right, Soushiki. 
Soushiki Zerozaki. 


The moment she remembered that name, she felt somehow... 
relieved. 


Mysteriously enough. 


However, Iori’s almost inappropriate reaction must have struck 
Naguma as unexpected, as his slender eyebrows slanted with 
displeasure. 


“When I saw that you were living a normal life with a family of 
civilians, I had considered the possibility, but... Iori-san. Are you... 
not a Zerozaki?” 


“’..U-Ummm...” 


At Iori’s bewildered response, Naguma clicked his tongue in 
irritation. 


“The hell...? So you weren’t...?” 


Naguma had, at the very least, been maintaining a pretense of 
politeness—but now, his diction began to fall apart. 


“What the hell, man...? This sucks... This really sucks... 
Dammit... Dammit... Dammit...!” 


His voice came out sounding like a low-pitched groan. Eyes cast 
downward, he grumbled to himself in a muffled undertone. The 
rough sound of one of his sandals kicking a table leg could be 
heard. Since he was looking down at the floor, it was impossible to 
read his expression. 


“So it wasn’t just an act...? The hell... The hell... I don’t fuckin’ 
get it... If I knew things were gonna turn out like this, I would’ve 
gone after Mind Render first... Dammit. That Hell fucker better not 
have been done in by those lousy puppets...” 


Naguma continued to mumble to himself in his mutated manner 
of speech. It was a terribly crude and muddled soliloquy. Evidently, 
the polite way Naguma had been speaking just moments ago wasn’t 
his natural tone of voice. 


“U-Um...” 


“’,.Oh, you don’t have to worry anymore. Once I finish eating 
this, I’ll leave. I apologize for the intrusion; it seems I was mistaken. 
I’m sorry for the trouble. My deepest apologies. Haha, that aside, 


this is absolutely delicious. Would you mind telling me what the 
name of this dish is? Hehe, hehehe.” His way of speaking had 
returned to normal, but his movements remained as violent as ever 
as he devoured the food laid out on the table. The show of gluttony 
made for a stark contrast with his outward appearance. “Really 
now... What a waste of time this turned out to be. At least it wasn’t 
a waste of effort, I suppose. Things didn’t turn out for the ‘worst,’ as 
Brother would say...” 


“U-Um!” She didn’t seem to be getting anywhere with Naguma, 
so Iori slammed her hands down on the table and yelled. “That dish 
is braised pork kidney, and it’s my favorite! Wait, no, f-forget that, 
where’s my family?! At this time of evening, my family should be 
sitting at this table, not you!” 


“Ah 9 ”? 


Naguma raised his head with a bemused expression on his face. 
Then, as if he were mocking Iori from the bottom of his heart, he let 
out a mean-spirited laugh and answered her question in a taunting 
manner. 


“They would have gotten in the way of my entrance, so I piled 
them up in the apartment next door,” he said. 


“Piled them up.” 


As dense as she was, Iori Mutou was not quite so dense that she 
couldn’t understand what that expression implied. On the contrary, 
she was able to make the connection almost immediately, seeing as 
she had experienced an incident very similar to that implication not 
too long ago—and with her very own body, at that. 


Her bloodstained sailor uniform. 

The sensation lingering in her hands. 

The butterfly knife. 

She felt no urge to deny what he had said. 

Rather, it was natural. 

Rather, it was inevitable. 

It explained everything. 

Naguma had said there wasn’t very much point to it. 
He had said there was no point to it. 

It had been pointless. 


This man—pointlessly. 
Pointlessly—he had killed her family. 
Her family! 
“—_Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 


She took action instantaneously. With the fork she had just 
noticed she was holding still in her hand, she leapt out of her chair, 
reached over the table, and with the tip of the utensil aimed at the 
man’s temple, swung her arm down. Just like when she had stabbed 
Yasumichi—or perhaps even more quickly than that—her body 
moved before she even had the chance to think. 


“Huh? Ah, woah!” 


It appeared he hadn’t noticed Iori’s attack until the moment it 
was about to connect—or rather, it looked like he hadn’t even 
expected it—as all the composure disappeared from his expression, 
and without even bothering to hide his dismay, he leaned his entire 
chair backwards to dodge the blow from the fork. Iori’s right arm 
missed its mark, only barely grazing his bangs, and Naguma caught 
it in a firm grip. 

“Damn, that was close... Hehe—hehehe. What a surprise, you 
really caught me off guard. It’s like you turned into an entirely 
different person, my goodness.” He tightened his grasp on her arm. 
“You made almost no extra movements. Hard to believe I came so 
close to getting killed by a fork.” 

“...I’m sorry, that hurts.” 

Iori opened her hand and let go of the fork of her own volition. 

“I’m sorry. I won’t do it again, so please let go of my hand. I’m 
not putting up a fight, see?” 

“’,.What an anti-climax.” Looking vaguely affronted, Naguma 
loosened his grip. Composure, however, had yet to return to his 
expression. “Where did all that intensity of yours go? What 
happened to your hatred and rage over your family being killed?” 


“The pain in my wrist takes priority.” She used her free hand to 
pull her face into a smile. “Look, see? Aren’t I cute? Aren’t I such a 
precious high school girl?” 


“|..Fine.” 
Naguma let go of her hand. 


In the same instant, Iori stood up from her chair and took three 
steps backwards. She rubbed at the bruise that had formed on her 
wrist, and then—perhaps a little late, given that she had already 
begged him for mercy—narrowed her eyes and glared at Naguma. 


“...-Honestly now... If nothing else, that unpredictability of 
yours has ‘Zerozaki’ written all over it.” It appeared it was indeed a 
little late, as Naguma Sawarabi only shrugged his shoulders, 
showing little interest in Iori’s gaze. He adjusted his glasses, which 
had been knocked askew. “I’m not entirely sure what to do here... If 
my brother were here, what would he say? ...Hm... yes, I suppose 
that’s it. Either way, it always pays to be prudent... so I’d best put 
an end to those movements of yours here and now.” 


So said Naguma, in a tone so casual he might as well have been 
deliberating over whether to bring an umbrella with him even 
though it wasn’t supposed to rain. Then, he picked up the naginata 
that had been propped up against the neighboring chair. He had 
claimed he didn’t intend to start a sword fight in her apartment— 
but apparently, even overlooking what he had done to her family, 
that had been a bold-faced lie. 


Damn, nobody likes a liar. 


While nonchalantly moving his naginata, easily over two meters 
long, into the middle stance position, Naguma Sawarabi faced off 
against Iori Mutou. There was still a table between the two of them, 
but Iori could sense that it wouldn’t make for much of an obstacle— 
that it hardly made a difference whether it was there or not. 


At the very least, he was certainly no amateur... 
And most likely, things were already past that point. 


It finally dawned on her. The moment her surprise attack with 
the fork had missed, she no longer had any hope of winning. 
Although it was something she’d done on the spur of the moment, 
that had been her last and only chance. 


He was the same type as the wireframe model she had met that 
evening. 


A frightening person. 

A very, very frightening person. 

A very, very broken person. 

Why is this happening? Iori lamented. 


She hadn’t done anything to deserve this. Sure, she hadn’t spent 
all seventeen years of her life on the up-and-up, and she had pulled 
her fair share of nasty pranks, and she could hardly claim she’d 
never made trouble for other people—but she couldn’t think of a 
single thing she’d done to warrant being thrown headfirst into a 
situation like this. 


Until just a few hours ago, she had been living a normal life. 

She had been alive. 

She had been normal. 

So, why? 

Why, before she even knew what was happening, before she had 
even done anything, had things ended up like this? 


She had never planned on killing anyone—and she hadn’t done 
anything to merit being killed by someone else. There was no 
compelling reason for her to quietly accept whatever befell her, be 
it the wrath of God or the justice of heaven... 


So why was this happening? 


“What is all this about?! What the heck is a ‘Zerozaki’?! I don’t 
know anything about that! I haven’t the slightest clue!” 


“What is a Zerozaki? Haha, that’s what I’d like to know. I’m not 
the one you should be asking. What are the Zerozaki, I wonder? My 
brother might know something, but he’s a taciturn person, you see. 
He never tells me anything.” As he spoke, he gradually closed the 
distance between the two of them. Despite his show of flippancy, he 
hadn’t lowered his guard against Iori in the slightest. “It would 
seem—mm, I’m really not quite sure. You’re all over the place. The 
most likely possibility is... yes, perhaps you’re in the process of 
becoming a Zerozaki?” 
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In the process? 
What did that mean? 


Forget that, what the hell was this guy going on about? It wasn’t 
a matter of figuring out what he meant; it was like he was straight 
up speaking Martian. She couldn’t keep up with him any longer. 
Enough, forget it, this didn’t have to be her house anymore. She’d 
been keeping it a secret, but she was actually an orphan all along. 
So she just needed to hurry up and run away. You know, 3000 


Leagues in Search of Mother.({3] But could she get away? That was the 
real issue. Iori had used up a significant amount of stamina getting 
home, and where she was currently standing, she was already 
within the range of his weapon. If she made any conspicuous 
movements, Naguma’s naginata would pierce through her in an 
instant. She highly doubted she could evade it. 


Still, she had to run away. 
One way or another, she had to run away. 
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Come to think of it, though, why a naginata? 


Naginata? Naginata... A naginata, huh... Well, whatever floats 
your boat. 


That aside, she had to wonder if the man had made his way to 
her apartment building wearing that bizarre get-up and carrying his 
naginata out in the open. If he had managed to pull that off, it 
would be no less of a miracle than Iori getting all the way home in 
her blood-soaked uniform. Or had he changed his clothes after 
arriving? That would be pretty dumb in a different kind of way. It 
appeared he really did put an emphasis on theatrics—but she 
certainly wasn’t willing to be killed over something like that. 


Her mother. Her father. Her sister. Her brother. 


Had they... really been killed? Was there any chance that 
Naguma’s words had been nothing more than a cruel intimidation 
tactic? That it had been a bluff to unsettle Iori? 


As if to take advantage of the brief moment Iori turned her 
attention elsewhere, unable to bear the tension—Naguma pointed 
the blade of the naginata at her, thrusting it diagonally upwards. 
The tip of the blade was positioned to cut from her throat to her 
jaw. Not a shred of mercy. It was neither a threat nor a bluff; it was 
a strike aimed square at her vitals, a surefire one hit kill. 

She could see the trajectory of the attack. 

She could just barely follow it with her eyes—but her body 
wouldn’t move. She knew all she had to do was jump backwards to 
avoid it, but she knew just as well how impossible that would be 
with her physical capabilities. In the face of the third crisis of her 
life... it seemed there would be no escape. 

The end? 


It was over. 
Over? 
What was? 


Rip. 


“__Feeek!” 


Iori heard the sound of flesh being torn apart—and let out a 
scream. 


However, while the scream itself belonged to Iori, the torn flesh 
did not. Unlike Yasumichi, Iori’s vocal cords were not so 
exceptional that she could continue to scream after having her 
throat sliced apart. 


What the torn flesh belonged to—what had been torn apart 
before Iori’s eyes—was something that had burst in through the 
window behind Naguma, something that had been tossed into the 
room. Namely, a human head. 


The face belonged to a girl around elementary school age. 


Naguma’s naginata had gouged it right through the center. The 
head had served as a shield—as a cushion—and prevented Iori from 
taking any damage, but Iori wasn’t dauntless enough to rejoice 
under the circumstances. 


“Wha, ah, ahhhh! Wahhhh!” 


The impact of the severed head combined with her own surprise 
forced Iori back a step, while Naguma let out a startled yell, pulled 
back his naginata, and whirled around to look at the window 
behind him. The window glass had been smashed into large pieces. 
Most likely, it had shattered when the head was thrown inside—but 
before anyone had time to make the connection, one by one, even 
more human heads came flying into the living room through the 
gaping hole. 

“.,.Eeek?!” “—Whaa?!” 

Iori was terrified, and Naguma was dumbfounded. 


The various heads landed on the table with a loud thud. One, 
two, three, four—five. Counting the first one, it made for a total of 
six. A total of six severed heads had been catapulted through the 


window. Just try picturing it: a cluster of human heads dancing 
wildly through the air. It was like something straight out of a ghost 
story told on an old summer night. 


“...Yoruko Arihama, Kurahiko Kitada, Madoka Kajino, Hiroaki 
Masaguchi, Mayumi Kouzuki, Rikuyuki Ikebashi...” 


Finally, the entire window, frame and all, came flying into the 
room. Naguma brushed it aside with a single stroke of his naginata, 
then zeroed in on the balcony. Following his example, Iori turned 
her attention in the same direction. 


“ ..They all ‘fail.'” 


Standing on the balcony, which was now fully exposed and clear 
to see, was a man with a silhouette like a wireframe model, rotating 
a pair of eerily large scissors around the tips of his fingers. 


“Heheh—heheheh.” 
Soushiki Zerozaki. 
Soushiki Zerozaki laughed. 
(74 hot 14 

On the scene. 


Yet another murderer—a psycho killer—had arrived on the 
scene, yet another frightening person had joined the fray—nothing 
more or less than that. Thinking about it rationally, nothing about 
the situation had changed—rather, it was possible things had gotten 
even worse—and yet. 


All the tension left Iori’s shoulders... 

And she crouched down on the spot. 

It wasn’t out of fear. It was out of relief. 

She felt greater relief than she ever could have imagined. 


The scissors rang out with a metallic snap. With the scissors still 
closed, Soushiki pointed the tip of the weapon at Naguma’s chest. 


“Heheh. Heheheh—heheh. It looks like I managed to arrive 
before the slaughter. ...Hey, you flagrantly suspicious pervert over 
there.” 


Look who’s talking. 
“Don’t you lay a hand on my little sister.” 
I’m not your fucking sister. 


(Yoruko Arihama—Failed) 
(Kurahiko Kitada—Failed) 
(Madoka Kajino—Failed) 
(Hiroaki Masaguchi—Failed) 
(Mayumi Kouzuki—Failed) 
(Rikuyuki Ikebashi—Failed) 
(Chapter Two—The End) 


[1] A reference to the anime Mai-HiME; the main character's 
given name is Mai (#8), the kanji for dance. She's honest and 
hardworking and doesn't let other people into her life. 

[2] The first kanji character in the name “Naguma” is the same 
as the first character in the word “naginata.” “Sawarabi” is the title 
of the 48th chapter of The Tale of Genji. 

[3] 3000 Leagues in Search of Mother is an anime that aired in 
1976. 


Chapter 3: Naguma Sawarabi (1) 
The naginata. 


It is a blade forged in the style of a traditional Japanese sword 
attached to the end of a long shaft. Depending on the length of the 
blade, it can be classified as either a larger “o-naginata” or a 
smaller “ko-naginata,” and depending on its shape, it can be further 
divided into the categories of the thinner “shizuka” model or the 


more curved “tomoe” model. 


As a sword art, it is nowhere near as widely known as kendo (or 
similarly, iaido or battodo), but as is the case with so many things 
in the world, reputation and merit do not always go hand in hand. 


The point worth mentioning first is the width of its range. 
Perhaps due to its larger number of female practitioners, naginata- 
wielding is often perceived as a defensive martial art—as a an art of 
self-defense that redirects an opponent’s attack momentum, much 
like aikido or Shorinji Kempo—but that is a mere misconception, 
and in reality, there are a great deal of more aggressive naginata 
techniques. Given that it comes from the same family of pole 
weapons as the spear and the nagamaki, there is no need to get 
close to the enemy in the first place, allowing the wielder to safely 
attack from somewhere the enemy’s blade can’t reach. On top of 
that, the power the weapon itself holds is nothing to be scoffed at. 
Even when wielded by the most powerless of people, by making use 
of the principle of leverage and centrifugal force, the strike of a 
naginata can easily break through a poorly made blade or a more 
brittle plate of armor. 


Many of its techniques were developed with one-versus-many 
situations in mind, making it an incredibly practical martial art—or 
so one would think, but in practice, naginata wielders are seldom 
encountered. The long handle is a bit too conspicuous, and the 
weapon is far from convenient to carry around. Anywhere outside 
of battle, the blade becomes a nuisance—perhaps that would be 
another way of putting it. 

As such. 

When it came to the Twentieth Hell, Mind Render, Soushiki 
Zerozaki—this was the first time in his life he would face off against 
a naginata user. 
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“Jori-chan! Big brother came to save you!” 

“Would you please stop that?!” Iori yelled, instantly crawling 
backwards into the furthest corner of the room. She kept an equal 
amount of distant from both Naguma and Soushiki. “Oh, come on, 
I’ve had enough of this!” 

She had no idea why things had turned out this way. Where had 
she gone wrong to end up in a situation like this? After nearly 


getting killed by a classmate, she had accidentally killed him back, 
then the moment she decided to turn herself in, a weird wireframe 
man had shown up and dealt the final blow to said classmate, who 
it turned out wasn’t really dead after all, and then after she ran 
home in a panic, she had found a naginata-wielding man dressed 
for the wrong era eating at her own dinner table, and then the 
naginata man, who had apparently murdered her whole family, 
tried to kill her, only to be stopped by six severed heads flying in 
from the balcony together with a pervert who had come to rescue 
her. 


What kind of messed up plot summary was that? 


“F-For starters, how did you get in from the balcony?! This is 
the tenth floor! What, did you climb up the side of the building 
carrying six severed heads?!” 


“Hm?” Soushiki paused the rotation of his scissors. “Oh, that. I 
climbed over from your neighbor’s balcony. They weren’t home, 
you see.” 


It was a very pragmatic answer. 


“T-Then, uh, umm, Soushiki-san, how did you know this is 
where I live?!” 


“Tt was all the work of sibling love. If it’s for the sake of his dear 
little sister, there’s nothing a big brother can’t do.” Soushiki flashed 
a stylish grin. “Or, to be more specific, I snatched your student ID 
from the breast pocket of your uniform while we were grappling 
under the bridge.” 


“That’s just plain old pick pocketing!” 
Not only was he a murderer and a pervert, but he was a bold- 
faced liar, too. 


Iori stood up and tried to put even more distance between her 
and the two men, but there was nowhere left to run. After a bit of 
deliberation, she decided to move closer to Naguma. Between a 
mystery enemy and a mystery ally, the latter seemed vaguely more 
troubling. 


“For the record, I shadowed you on your way home and went on 
ahead while you were loitering outside the apartment building,” 
chimed in Naguma. His naginata was still pointed at Soushiki, but 
composure had begun to return to his expression. “Impressive, Mind 


Render. A mere six ‘puppets’ weren’t enough to pose a threat to 
you, I see.” 


Then, Naguma swung his naginata through the air. All the 
things in the range of his weapon—the furniture, the table, the 
chairs, the television, the sofa, and even the six severed heads that 
had been carelessly strewn about—were smashed to bits and sent 
flying, leaving a wide, empty space around him. That move sure 
would come in handy during spring cleaning, Iori thought, but of 
course, spring cleaning was currently the least of anyone’s worries. 
Naguma commented, “You really don’t have any mercy,” as he gave 
a sidelong glance to the human heads that been scattered into 
various corners of the room. 


“You knew full well, didn’t you, Mr. Mind Render? Whether it 
be that man on the train, or the owners of these six heads—you 
realized that they were all just ‘Marionettes,’ didn’t you? I sincerely 
doubt you wouldn’t be able to see through something so simple. 
You are a Zerozaki, one way or another.” 
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Soushiki met Naguma’s words with silence, but that wasn’t 
something Iori could keep quiet about. Mustering up all her 
courage, she asked the both of them, “W-What does that... mean?” 


After all. 


Whatever they were saying likely held true for the boy who had 
pointed a knife at her... 


For Yasumichi Kagawa, as well. 


“To put it simply, Iori-chan,”—the one to answer was Soushiki 
— "they were all the unfortunate victims of a hypnotic spell!” 


“If you'll excuse me, I have to catch the last train.” 


Iori turned to leave for the hallway, but Soushiki hastily blurted 
out, “Ah, wait, wait, wait, wait!” and managed to hold her back. 


“What are you talking about, Iori-chan? This is your own home. 
Where exactly are you planning to take that train?” 


“T’m going to transfer between the JR and Hankyu lines at just 
the right time and make myself an alibi.” 


“T fail to see how that’s going to help here.” 
“Nobody would buy ‘hypnosis’ as an explanation these days!” 


Iori shook her head furiously. Hypnotic suggestion. She doubted a 
scenario like that would have flown with an audience even ten 
years ago. “The severed heads were already ridiculous enough... 
God, I think I’m starting to cry.” 


“If ‘hypnosis’ isn’t the best term to use, then just think of it as 
brainwashing. Say, Iori-chan.” Soushiki took a step off the balcony 
and into the room. “This is just a hypothetical situation, but let’s 
say a person is locked inside a tiny room in a basement and 
subjected to some kind of indoctrination every single day for a 
month. Don’t you think it would be possible to completely remold 
their sense of values and morals? It doesn’t take all that much time 
or effort to turn a person into a puppet. Perhaps it would be easiest 
explained by using the crafty techniques employed by religious 
cults as an example.” 


cc 0 
oe 


“The world is filled with all sorts of cunning, nefarious 
organizations. It should come as no surprise that there’s a circle 
specialized in brainwashing among them. They call it ‘Mind 
Manipulation,’ but to be quite frank, it’s not something very 
pleasant to hear about. The nastiest part of it is that it infringes on a 
person’s innermost personality. It’s hard to get more wicked than 
that. My heart goes out to the victims, really. I have nothing but the 
utmost sympathy for those poor, manipulated puppets.” 


“This, coming from the man who killed every last one of them?” 
Naguma sneered. “And if we’re going to call people wicked—then 
you of the Zerozaki Family are far, far worse. Even among the seven 
‘Killing Names,’ the only two families that outclass you lot are the 
Niounomiya and the Yamiguchi.” 


Zerozaki— 

There it was again. 

Iori tilted her head to the side in puzzlement. 
What in the world were the Zerozaki? 


“You see, Iori-chan,” Soushiki spoke, perhaps having noticed 
Iori’s expression, “the Zerozaki are what you could call a group of 
psycho killers. Bandits form gangs and pirates form crews, yes? It’s 
the same idea. If I were to put it in more modern terms—yes, 
perhaps we’d be along the lines of a mafia family.” 


His scissors rang out with a snap. 


“And I am the oldest son of the Family—Soushiki Zerozaki. It is 
the duty of the eldest brother to protect his siblings—and so, my 
young naginata user. For the sake of protecting my brand new 
sister, I, the Twentieth Hell, will serve as your opponent.” 


“"..1 see.” 


One step at a time, the two men began to close the distance 
between them. 


“Now I get it. I finally understand, Mr. Mind Render. You were 
in the process of inviting this girl—Iori-san—to be part of your 
family, weren’t you?” 

“Inviting me...?” 


His little sister—is that what he had meant when he said that? 
Iori glanced over at Soushiki, but Soushiki was no longer looking 
her way. The two men had already drawn fairly close to one 
another—and while they were still too far apart for Soushiki’s 
scissors to come close to reaching Naguma, Soushiki was mere steps 
away from entering Naguma’s range of attack. 


“But it’s rather ironic, really... I suppose this means those 
Marionettes played a hand in the awakening of a new Zerozaki. The 
awakening of a Zerozaki—an event even more precious than 
witnessing a sea turtle laying its eggs. And even if it weren’t, a 
female Zerozaki is already plenty of a rarity on its own...” 


“Hmm.” 


At that, for some reason or another, Soushiki slipped his scissors 
back into his suit. Naguma frowned in suspicion, but didn’t lower 
his naginata from its middle stance position. Soushiki, on the other 
hand, remained as composed as ever. It was hard to say whether it 
was part of his strategy or just his natural state of being, but he had 
yet to show a single crack in the self-assured way he carried 
himself. 


“You don’t seem to be a puppet yourself, my dear naginata user, 
so would you mind sharing your name?” 


“Tt’s Naguma Sawarabi... but don’t disappoint me like this, Mr. 
Mind Render,” said Naguma. “If you call a truce now, my dramatic 
entrance will go to waste. Things would end before I got the chance 
to flaunt a single one of my charms.” 


“A truce? I wouldn’t ask for that. I’m sure there’s no point in 
negotiating with you, anyway—but ‘Sawarabi,’ hm? Yes, I believe 
I’ve heard that name before.” Soushiki chuckled. “Well then, 
Naguma-kun. Being the ignorant man that I am, I don’t know very 
much about that weapon of yours—that naginata, as it’s called—but 
I’m quite sure it’s not meant to be wielded in such a cramped room. 
I hate to put your clean-up job to waste, but how about it? Why 
don’t we move to a stage where we can both fight to the best of our 
abilities?” 

“’,.1 don’t understand what you’re trying to do.” 


“T like my fights fair and square,” responded Soushiki. “I prefer 
a fair competition adhering to a strict rule set over a no-holds- 
barred match. ...Or, I suppose, it just wouldn’t sit well with me if I 
trounced you here and now. If I beat you with ‘cowardly’ tactics, it 
would weigh heavily on my conscience later. My three most hated 
words are ‘dishonesty,’ ‘irresponsibility,’ and ‘insensitivity’; I always 
aim to be amiable to others, whether it’s someone I’m sending to 
their death or someone I’m fighting to the death. Hey, Iori-chan?” 

“Y-Yes?” 

“Ts the roof of this building accessible?” 

“Huh? Ah, mm—yeah.” 

Iori gave a flustered response. She couldn’t keep up with 
anything that was happening. This was her own home, yet 
somewhere along the line, she had been left in the dust. Hey, wait, 
are these two planning to have a duel or something? How did we get to 
that point? The entire situation had transcended the limits of her 
understanding. 

“J-It’s accessible, yes. When the weather’s nice, I oft like to lay 
out a blanket and do some sunbathing.” 

“That sounds lovely. Yes. It has absolutely nothing to do with 
what’s going on right now, but that was a very charming anecdote. 
Well then, Naguma-kun.” Soushiki pointed his index finger at the 
ceiling. “Why don’t we settle this on the roof? It’ll be a fight to the 
top, as they say.” 

That wasn’t what “fight to the top” actually meant. 
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Tentatively—Naguma relaxed his stance. However, he showed 


no further signs of lowering his guard, instead fixing Soushiki with 
a sharp glare. 

“Whenever an opponent proposes something like that, I always 
have to wonder what they’re scheming. But still—I suppose there’s 
no point in trying to figure out what a Zerozaki is thinking in the 
first place.” 

“Fair enough. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve left someone 
perplexed.” 

“...Very well. Pll go on ahead.” 

Naguma swung his naginata through the air one more time, 
slung its handle over his right shoulder, and headed outside. After 
he had slipped past Soushiki and stepped out onto the balcony, 
lowering his naginata so it fit under the door frame—he looked 
back over his shoulder at Iori. 

Their eyes met. 

Naguma’s eyes and Iori’s eyes met. 

Iori instinctively straightened up—however, Naguma didn’t say 
anything. All he did was smile. It wasn’t the same provocative smile 
he had shown her earlier, nor was it a smug smile of superiority; it 
was, how to put it... 

A smile of pity. 

The look on his face left Iori bewildered. 

Why...? 

Why would I... be getting a look of sympathy from a man like 
him...? 

And then. 

Naguma jumped from the balcony and disappeared. 

“Huh? W-What?! D-Did he just jump off the building?!” 

“No, he jumped on top of it.” 

As he spoke, Soushiki drew closer to Iori. Iori pretended to 


move towards the balcony, then used that chance to run away. 
“Goodness,” sighed Soushiki with a shrug of his shoulders. 


“Civilized people really ought to use the stairs. Quite impatient, 
that one. He almost reminds me of Ukyounosuke Okuda. [1] You 
know, ‘Don’t make a fuss!’ and all that. Do you know what that’s a 
reference to, Iori-chan?” 


“T don’t know anything anymore...” 


“You don’t know, hm? ...Then would you like a more thorough 
explanation?” 


While he said that, Soushiki made a show of turning the other 
way—only to then leap backwards with his back still turned to Iori, 
landing right next to her. 


No escaping that one. 
“A-An explanation...?” 


“T don’t understand the full situation myself, but I’ve figured out 
enough to give a basic summary of what’s going on. Including what 
those puppets are,” he said, surveying the mess that had been made 
of the room. “But ‘Sawarabi,’ hm...? They’re a branch family of the 
Niounomiya. This is about the time they’d be undergoing 
generational turnover, so... yes, if I remember correctly, they were 
a set of three siblings. Mmmm...” 


Soushiki pressed his finger against his forehead, as if he were 
trying to remember something. 


“.,.A sword-wielding older brother, a naginata-wielding middle 
brother, and a bow-wielding younger sister—yes, I believe that was 
it. I don’t remember much else about them, but I suppose that 
means we have the middle child on our hands.” 


“Uh, no, I don’t really care about his background or anything,” 
Iori responded, while slowly shuffling backwards. “Why did he 
show up at my house? No, not only that; going off the conversation 
just now, even Yasuchi’s attempt to kill me was his fault—or his 
responsibility, I guess, or something like that...” 


“Do you want a full explanation?” 
Wace UTM fia 
In all truth, that question gave her pause. 


Right then, all Iori could think about—or rather, all Iori wanted 
—was one thing. 


She didn’t want to get involved. 
She wanted to escape. 
She wanted to run away somewhere. 


Duel or kill each other all you like, but do it away from me. 
Naginata or scissors, I don’t care—as long as you swing them down 


somewhere I can’t see. 
Please, just leave me out of it. 
“ ,.But still...” 
But still—unfortunately for her. 


As things stood—in that particular moment, Iori wasn’t some 
bystander who had been dragged into someone else’s affair—that 
wasn’t the position she was in. She hadn’t gotten mixed up in 
anything, nor was she suffering the after-effects of some major 
incident. If there was anyone who fit that description, it would be 
Yasumichi Kagawa—or perhaps her father, mother, sister, or 
brother. 

Unfortunately for her. 

Iori Mutou was the protagonist of this story. 

“...1 do. I want an explanation.” 


“Hehehe, well said. That’s a nice look in your eyes, and that’s 
some nice resolve.” Soushiki laughed, amused. “It’s resolve befitting 
a Zerozaki, one forsaken by the world.” 
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For a moment, Iori and Soushiki simply glared at one another. 


No—rather than glaring, it was as though they were staring into 
each other’s eyes. 


The psycho killer and the novice murderer stood face-to-face. 
“In that case, turn your back to me, Iori-chan.” 

“_,.Like this?” 

“Put your hands together behind your back.” 

“,.Like this?” 

“Say, Iori-chan.” 

“Yes?” 

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re not very bright?” 


In the same instant, Iori felt something bind her wrists together. 
The feeling of her shoulders being yanked backwards threw her off 
balance, and Soushiki used that opportunity to kick her feet out 
from under her, sending her sprawling across the floor that Naguma 
had cleaned up earlier. As her hands were tied behind her back, she 
was unable to break her own fall, and her shoulders took the full 


brunt of the impact. 


“Those aren’t handcuffs. I used a special type of elastic string. 
Well, I say ‘elastic,’ but it can’t be stretched or contracted with 
human strength.” Soushiki spread his hands in a self-effacing 
manner. “I could cut it with my Mind Render if I truly wanted to, 
but it would damage the blade, so I would rather avoid that. In any 
case, it can’t be undone by any of the usual methods, so I 
recommend you be a smart little cookie and give up now.” 


“W-What are you doing?!” 
“T’m tying up my little sister.” 
“Pervert! Pervert!” 


“Relax, I’m not planning to take advantage of you. That would 
be incest, you know, and incest is wrong. That elastic string is a just 
a stop-gap measure. As long as you have those on, you won’t 
needlessly kill anyone. I’m not doing this to be mean, alright? I 
hope you won’t misunderstand.” Soushiki gave an exaggerated 
shrug of his shoulders. “I find your overwhelming disposition to be 
a tad bit dangerous; I’m actually a bit scared, you know, so go easy 
on me. Well, either way, it would be safest to seal your hands until 
you learn to control your impulses. We may be psycho killers, but it 
would be a real headache if we all went around killing people 
nonstop.” 


“W-What do you mean, ‘disposition’?! I just stabbed him in a 
daze! I didn’t do it on purpose!” 


“The problem isn’t that you killed him. The way you killed him 
isn’t the problem, either. It’s not even about whether or not you had 
killing intent. The one and only problem here, Iori-chan, is the fact 
that you’re someone capable of murder. I said I would give you an 
explanation, but honestly, I’d like you to tell me. How did you 
manage to immerse yourself in regular society for all these years? 
Even my little brother only managed to stay part of it until he 
graduated middle school.” 


“T have no idea what you're talking about!” 

“Yes, I’m sure. Of course, of course. Pardon me, I’m going to do 
your legs now. Don’t worry, I promise I won’t look up your skirt.” 

While he spoke in a placating tone, Soushiki lifted up Iori’s 
ankles as she groveled on the floor, tying them together with the 


same elastic string he had used to bind her wrists. Then, he used 
one last length of string to link the elastic around her wrists and the 
elastic around her legs together. With that, Iori was left completely 
paralyzed. 

“Now then, just sit tight, Iori-chan. I’m going to go fight 
Naguma-kun. I'll be right back, so you don’t have to worry; 
everything will be just fine.” 


“T’m not fine! Worry a little more about me, would you?!” 
“Jori-chan.” 
Soushiki lowered his voice. 


More slender and more pointed than she had seen them yet, the 
eyes beyond those glasses fixed themselves on Iori. 


“From now on, you have no choice but to keep on killing. If you 
want to keep living, that is. You no longer have the options of ‘kill’ 
or ‘don’t kill.’ ‘Kill’—that’s all you have. You can only ‘kill,’ Iori- 
chan. To be unable to consider anything but ‘not killing’ is 
unhealthy, but the inverse is utterly hopeless. Such is the case for 
me, and such is the case for my little brother. It’s not that we can 
only think about killing; it’s that killing is a given. It’s a 
precondition. Whether it’s a friend or a lover, it doesn’t matter. 
Once we expose our disposition, there’s no turning back. A person 
who can run 100 meters in 10 seconds can’t be anything but a 
person who can run 100 meters in 10 seconds. Once they’ve started 
running, they can’t take 20 seconds to cover that distance. Those 
who get a perfect score on an exam don’t get that score because 
they choose to; they don’t know how to get any other score. It’s not 
so hard for someone who would get 0 points to get 10 points. But 
it’s impossible for someone who would get 100 points to get 90 
points.” 
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“To be a psycho killer is to be alone. Those who kill others are 
intrinsically isolated. Utterly isolated. You can’t have friends. You 
won't meet a kindred spirit. You’ll never find a lover. You can’t 
even hope for a friendly rival. You’ll never meet a confidant who 
can share in your suffering, nor will you have a mentor who can 
show you the way. You’re completely on your own, companionless 
and lonesome and miserable. Do you know what true loneliness is, 
Iori-chan?” 
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Iori couldn’t answer. 


“To be truly alone means that it makes no difference whether or 
not youre there. It’s a denial of one’s existence. It’s a denial of one’s 
way of being. And that—is something very sad. To be by yourself 
and to be alone are two completely different things. We want a 
friend who will play with us. We want a kindred spirit who will 
stay with us. We want a partner who will love us. We want a rival 
who will compete with us. We want a confidant who will 
understand us, and we want a mentor who will help us. We don’t 
want to be alone.” 
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“And that’s why we formed a pack—a family. That’s how the 
Zerozaki Family began. We’re fundamentally different from the 
Niounomiya and the Yamiguchi.” 


The Zerozaki—Family. 
An older brother. A little brother. A little sister—a Family. 
A family. 


“You look like you don’t quite understand. That’s fine. ’m not 
trying to tell you to abandon all hope. There’s even some chance 
that everything I’ve said so far was wrong, and you can still turn 
back. At this point in time, you're still just ‘an upstanding citizen 
who acted in self-defense.’ I’m the one who killed Yasuchi, so from 
an objective point of view, there should be plenty of leeway for you 
to return to ‘that’ world. And that, my dear, is precisely why I’m 
tying you up. To leave you a bit of hope—to leave you a few 
options—for the future. Either way—no matter how things turn out 
in the end... it’s for your own good.” 


“F-For my own... good?” 


“T said this before—but I truly don’t understand. I have no idea 
how you were able to suppress such an immense disposition until 
you turned seventeen. If you told me you’d killed a thousand people 
in your lifetime, I wouldn’t bat an eyelash, but the fact that you 
haven’t killed a single one is downright bizarre. Even this time 
around—if you hadn’t been attacked by that puppet, you probably 
wouldn’t have killed anyone. To borrow Naguma-kun’s words, it is 
indeed a bit ‘ironic,’ but—there’s a very high likelihood that you 


wouldn’t have ‘awakened’ at all. Do you know what that means?” 
“T-I don’t.” 


“Yes, I don’t know either. In that case, allow me to formulate a 
hypothesis,” continued Soushiki, his tone rather grave. “...You are 
an impossible possibility. A rather unique possibility. The possibility 
of a psycho killer who isn’t alone—or perhaps not a ‘possibility,’ but 
a ‘hope.’ You still haven’t taken the exam. There’s no telling if you 
would get a 0 or a perfect score. No one knows what’s going to 
become of you from now on—and that’s where the hope lies. As 
such, I will do everything in my power to cover for you—as your 
older brother within the Zerozaki. Don’t worry; your brother is a 
reliable man.” 


With that, Soushiki turned his back to Iori and headed for the 
front door. Evidently, he didn’t plan to imitate Naguma’s reckless 
jump from the balcony. 
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Back then—Soushiki had said this: “Someone is sure to show up 
at a turning point in my life’—the thought goes beyond arrogant and 
becomes downright laughable.” He had claimed that a hero wasn’t 
going to swoop in at just the right moment to save her from her 
crisis. 

And yet. 


Wasn’t what he was doing now... exactly that? She had received 
only snippets of an explanation, so Iori still couldn’t comprehend 
what was going on—but she had felt something when she first met 
him. And she had felt it again when he made his gallant entrance 
from the balcony. 


Relief. 
Her heart was at peace. 


Even now, he was leaving to go face off against Naguma. Wasn’t 
it safe to say that he was doing that for her? Just as she had thought 
earlier, this incident hadn’t begun when she ran into Soushiki. 
There was even a chance, perhaps, that this had all begun a long, 
long time ago, and Soushiki had only shown up much later. One 
could even say that he was the one who had been dragged into this 
mess. And when she thought about it, he had yet to do any harm to 
her; on the contrary, he had saved her life twice. 


In that case... 


Perhaps he was telling the truth, and the bindings really were to 
protect her. 


Such went Iori’s thought process. 

And once she thought that, there was nothing left she could say. 

“Oh, right.” 

After he had opened the front door, Soushiki looked back over 
his shoulder. 


“In my own personal opinion, Iori-chan, to wear spats 
underneath a skirt is blasphemy.” 


“You were totally looking!” 
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Naguma Sawarabi was not ignorant to the terror of the Zerozaki 
Family; on the contrary, he was someone who had learned of that 
terror firsthand. If he was to go up against the Twentieth Hell, 
Soushiki Zerozaki the decapitator, he wasn’t foolish enough to take 
that opponent lightly. Needless to say, he had not lowered his guard 
against Soushiki Zerozaki even once so far—nor had he done so 
against Iori Mutou, at that. His flippancy and his frivolity, his 
composure and his agitation, and even the brief show of irritation 
he had made before Iori were nothing more or less than cards 
Naguma held in his hand, and none of them made up who Naguma 
Sawarabi was as a person. 


And... 
Naguma Sawarabi’s most powerful card was his naginata. 


So long as he had that weapon of his, he was perfectly capable 
of holding his own against even Soushiki Zerozaki—that was what 
Naguma believed. No matter who he was fighting, with the sole 
exception of his own brother, he knew it was impossible for anyone 
to break through his defenses. That went doubly for the weapon 
Soushiki had brandished moments earlier, Mind Render—that pair 
of scissors with a range of attack equal to that of a knife, or possibly 
even shorter. No matter how abnormally long Soushiki’s reach was, 
it wouldn’t be enough to slip past Naguma’s naginata and get to his 
body. If they had proceeded with their knockdown drag-out match 
in that cramped room, he would have been at a disadvantage, but 
now that the stage had been moved to this wide open rooftop, he 


had a clear shot at victory against even the Twentieth Hell. A shot 
at victory that he was fairly confident of, in fact. That was the 
degree to which Naguma Sawarabi considered his naginata to be an 
absolute. 


That conviction was strong enough to be called a belief. 


Naguma placed more faith in his weapon than he placed even in 
himself. 


“You know—if things go well, I might be able to put an end to 
this here and now, Brother...” 


Naguma whispered that to himself—and then swung his 
naginata through the air, pointing its blade at the entrance to the 
roof. In the same moment, the door opened, and a man who looked 
much like a wireframe model, with a lean body and unusually long 
arms and legs— 


A psycho killer entered the scene. 


He was already prepared for battle, his scissors held at the 
ready. 


There was something about him reminiscent of a demon, 
thought Naguma. 


It had been the same earlier. It had been like that all this time. 


Somehow—it didn’t feel like he was facing off against another 
human. When Soushiki had swooped in from the balcony with no 
warning—and when Iori had pointed the tip of her fork at him, too. 


And. 
The very first time he and his sister had confronted a Zerozaki... 
He had it felt it then, too. 


It didn’t feel the slightest bit like he was facing off against 
another human. 


He recognized that sensation. 

Indeed, it was—the sensation of something inhuman. 
Something hopeless. 

Neither strong nor weak... 

Simply, truly something hopeless. 

A completely different kind of something than he was. 
Standing before him—was something impossible. 


He was facing off against something impossible. 
He couldn’t help but feel that way. 

“Did I keep you waiting, Naguma-kun?” 

The inhuman thing called out to him. 


He was walking over briskly, failing to show the slightest bit of 
caution. The moment Naguma moved his naginata into the middle 
stance position, Soushiki finally stopped where he stood and 
chuckled. 


“It’s a bit funny, don’t you think?” 
“...What is?” 


“Oh, you know... Just think about it. Two grown men in a quiet 
country town, standing on the roof of a perfectly ordinary, peaceful 
apartment building, getting ready to kill each other the moment 
their eyes meet. And with scissors and a naginata, at that. If I were 
a swordsman instead, perhaps this would make for a prettier 
picture.” 


“’..You certainly are confident, Mr. Mind Render.” 


“By the way, why are you dressed so strangely?” Not even 
acknowledging that remark with a shrug, Soushiki only responded 
by pointing at Naguma’s clothing. “If you go around looking like 
that, you’re bound to get arrested in no time. Oh, no, I don’t mean 
to disrespect the Japanese style. I simply don’t understand. Why 
would you go so far—clothing yourself in a hakama and training gi, 
donning Japanese-style glasses, tying back your hair with a 
headband and wearing zori sandals, even making a naginata your 
weapon... Why would you go so far out of your way to stray from 
what’s ‘ordinary’ and ‘natural’?” 


“What are you talking about?” 


“To be perfectly frank, I rather despise you. Even setting aside 
what you did to my sister, to see someone take the one thing I want 
more than anything in the world and so casually cast it aside—even 
if it’s no business of mine, even if it’s someone else’s problem, it still 
makes me angry.” Soushiki hung his head. “If you witnessed a child 
drowning, even though it’s no business of yours, even though it’s 
someone else’s problem, you would still feel compelled to save 
them, wouldn’t you? It’s the same sort of feeling. But you’re not a 
Zerozaki, so I’m sure you would never understand.” 


“’..You didn’t come here to start an argument, did you, Mind 
Render? Let’s just begin. I should be able to settle this within five 
minutes.” 


“Goodness, what confidence. You could probably call it ‘blind 
faith,’ at this point. Mm, how lovely. Heheh, heheheh, how lovely, 
how lovely,” said Soushiki, once again moving his legs in Naguma’s 
direction. “In that case, I hope you'll give me a good workout. 
Whenever you feel like running away, do feel free; there’s no shame 
in that, and it will spare me from sullying my weapon any further. 
If I go around cutting apart six or seven people in a single day, even 
Mind Render here won’t hold up for another two years.” 


“...Don’t you think you’re taking the name ‘Sawarabi’ a bit too 
lightly, Mr. Mind Render?” 


Given Soushiki’s patronizing—no, downright insulting—choice 
of words, it was no surprise that Naguma argued back with a face 
twisted in displeasure. Soushiki was just one step—just another half 
of a step away from entering Naguma’s sphere. Conversely, Naguma 
still had plenty more room before he came within range of 
Soushiki’s Mind Render. By anyone’s measure—he was the one with 
an overwhelming advantage. 

“Taking it too lightly, hm? I believe I’m giving it just the right 
amount of credit. Did I say something hurtful? If so, I won’t hesitate 
to apologize.” 


“ ..Sure, we aren’t particularly famous compared to the Zerozaki 
or the rest of the seven Killing Names, the main family of the 
Niounomiya included... but reputation and merit don’t always go 
hand in hand. Such is the case with this naginata, for instance.” 


“Allow me to correct a misunderstanding of yours.” 


Just one step outside of Naguma’s field of attack, Soushiki once 
again stopped where he stood. It seemed he could clearly perceive 
the extent of the naginata’s range. 


“You just mentioned the seven Killing Names—but in my own 
personal opinion, I’d prefer the name ‘Zerozaki’ not be listed with 
the rest of them. The Niounomiya are ‘hitmen,’ and the Yamiguchi 
are ‘assassins.’ The Susukino are ‘fixers,’ the Hakamori are 
‘butchers,’ the Tenbuki are ‘custodians,’ and once we’ve reached the 
Ishinagi, we even have ‘reapers.’ Every last one of them is a group 
of ‘evil’doers, repulsive and terrifying to a hair-raising degree. ...But 


Naguma-kun. We of the Zerozaki Family are not any of those things 
—we’re ‘psycho killers.’ We exist on an entirely different plane from 
the rest of you. I’m not particularly pleased to be grouped together 
with those who kill or don’t kill depending on the situation, and I’m 
sure it’s not particularly pleasant for you, either. Killing may be a 
job to you all—but to us Zerozaki, it’s a way of life.” 


“op 
“Well then.” 

Soushiki Zerozaki... 
The Twentieth Hell... 
Suicidal Tendencies... 


“Let us begin the Zerozaki.” 


...Stepped into Naguma Sawarabi’s field without the slightest bit 
of hesitation. 


(Naguma Sawarabi—Commencing examination) 
(Chapter 3—The End) 


[1] Reference to a naginata-wielding character from Sure Death 
4: Revenge, a 1987 Japanese film. “Don’t start a fuss!” is one of the 
character’s famous lines. 


Chapter 4: Naguma Sawarabi (2) 
My dear brother. 
I am sad. 
I am mortified. 
How very repugnant it is. 
My incompetence. 


My fragility. 

My powerlessness. 

I am weak. 

So very, very weak. 

Unable to arrive anywhere. 

Unable to reach anything. 

Unable to help anyone. 

Only dragging the both of you down. 
Always, always getting in your way. 
Perhaps this is a fitting end to my life. 
Suitable for a halfwit like me. 

A suitable exit. 

But Brother. 

My dear brother. 

I am sad. 

My own fragility is terribly saddening. 
I am mortified. 

My own weakness is terribly mortifying. 
How very repugnant it is. 

My own transience is terribly repugnant. 
I had believed. 

I had kept on believing. 

It had been the truth. 

I had been so sure it was the truth. 
And yet, it was plundered. 

And yet, it was murdered. 

I lost everything. 

How light. 

How light I have become. 

I no longer have a thing to my name. 
Why? 

And yet—why? 


In this moment—I have been given peace. 

As if I were set free from something—I am finally at peace. 
Although I am sad. 

Although I am mortified. 

Although it is repugnant. 

I feel so free. 

It had never occurred to me until now. 

I had never thought about it until now. 

But I believe I may have been pushing myself all this time. 
Perhaps. 

I pretended to be tough when I was fragile. 

I pretended to be strong when I was weak. 

I pretended to be resolute when I was transient. 
Forcing myself through everything. 

Always causing trouble for you two. 

I cannot say anything with certainty. 

I don’t know anything. 

I didn’t know anything. 

But that was for the best. 

I don’t need anything. 

I didn’t need anything. 

I just wanted to be with you two, my dear brothers. 
As long as I could be with you—that was enough. 
And for that. 

For that and that alone—I have pushed myself all this time. 
No “perhaps” about it. 

I pretended to be tough when I was fragile. 

I pretended to be strong when I was weak. 

I pretended to be resolute when I was transient. 
Forcing myself through everything. 

And so. 

To die like this—feels so very pleasant. 


I am not sad. 

I am not mortified. 

I do not find it repugnant. 
Everyone—including myself. 

I can forgive anyone and everyone. 

I am So, so sorry. 

My heart is full of regret. 

Please do not forgive me. 

I implore of you, don’t ever forgive me. 
I am so content. 

I’m so sorry for feeling content in a moment like this. 
Brother... 

Are you sad, Brother? 

Are you mortified, Brother? 

Do you find it repugnant, Brother? 
Brother, are you sad? 

Brother, are you mortified? 

Brother, do you find it repugnant? 


Brother. 

Say, Brother. 

What are we, really? 

What are we, in essence? 

Why are we—why are you... 

Why are we siblings the way that we are? 
Why did things end up this way? 

No one ever allowed us to choose. 

No one ever allowed us to learn. 


What does it mean to die? 
What does it mean—to kill? 
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She had come to terms with it just moments ago, but on second 
thought, she hadn’t come to terms with it in any way, shape, or 
form. It was all well and good that he had tied up her hands. She 
could even generously overlook that he had tied her ankles 
together. But why on earth would he link both of them together? 
She was more than just paralyzed; her spine was making an 
uncomfortable creaking sound. She couldn’t even hope to crawl 
across the floor in her current state. Just staying still was already 
painful enough. 


Iori was hopelessly indignant. 

Or to put it plainly, she was pissed off. 

“If I do this... and this...” 

Mustering up every last bit of strength she had in her body, Iori 
flipped herself face up. Doing that took a bit of the strain off her 
back. Iori finally had a moment to catch her breath, but this was no 
time to be taking a breather. If she was comfortable enough to 
relax, she was comfortable enough to think. 

For instance—that’s right. 

That’s right—now that she had flipped herself over, she might 
be capable of a limited amount of movement. In that case—if she 
was able to cover a short distance... 

She could go check on the neighboring apartment. 

The corpses of her family. 

Her father. 

Her mother. 

Her sister. 

Her brother. 

She could make sure of them with her own two eyes. 

But—in the end, Iori gave up on that idea. 


The biggest reason was that her back hurt, but it wasn’t only 
that; simply, she felt the action would be meaningless. There may 
be some sort of point in keeping a diary, but rereading that diary is 
never going to alter the past. The moment Naguma Sawarabi said 
he had disposed of them, there was no more hope for mercy left. 


There was no logic behind it; one look at Naguma’s eyes was 
enough to tell you that for a fact. That... was the way that was. 


So there was no need for Iori to go check. 

It wasn’t necessary. 

“...Huh?” 

Necessary? 

Necessary—is that what she had just thought? 
What was that about? 

What an awfully cold thing to think. 


It had been the same with Yasumichi Kagawa—she hadn’t felt 
any apprehension back then, either—but this time was different. 
This wasn’t some classmate she barely knew; this was her own 
family. Considering things in terms of necessity when it came to her 
own flesh and blood—wasn’t that a bit too unfeeling? 


Huh? 

What kind of slipup was that? 
Am I... acting a little bit strange? 
Have I... gone a little bit crazy? 


Besides, there was always some small possibility that he had 
been lying, and even if he had disposed of them, with the right kind 
of treatment, there was still some hope they could be resuscitated. 


“Possibility... and hope, was it?” 


Those words were what Soushiki—Soushiki Zerozaki—had 
called Iori. 


She didn’t have the slightest clue what he had meant by it. 
She had no idea what he had been trying to say. 


Iori couldn’t understand the majority of the things that came out 
of his mouth. 


At the very least, he didn’t seem to be an enemy. 
At least for now—he seemed to be an ally. 

He seemed willing to rescue her. 

“But he’s not my big brother...” 

Seriously, who would want a brother like that? 
Big Brother. 


Bro. 

Brother Dearest. 

It didn’t make a difference how she said it. 
“.,.Ugh...” 


Lying face up had taken some of the strain off her back, but she 
could feel her legs slowly starting to ache in her new position. Iori 
wasn’t particularly flexible to begin with. Bending forwards 90 
degrees and backwards 13 degrees was the limit of what she could 
handle. If she held her current pose for much longer, it wouldn’t be 
long before metal fatigue(?) set in and she broke a bone. 


“There are a lot of things I should be giving some serious 
thought to right now... How come all I’m allowed to think about is 
the pain in my thighs...?” 

Complaining wasn’t going to get her anywhere. 

For lack of any other options, Iori tilted herself so that her 
weight would be shifted to her upper body. She assumed that doing 
so would take some of the burden off her legs. However, that turned 
out to be a huge mistake. 


It was her neck. 

Her neck made a loud crack. 

It was a stomach-churning kind of sound. 
“Aghhhhhh!” 


Iori let out a scream like a dinosaur with its Achilles tendon cut, 
rolling around atop the living room floor. Of course, her current 
posture wasn’t very conducive to “rolling around.” A symphony of 
creaking—no, snapping sounds rang out from her arms, her legs, her 
hands, her feet, her back, her chest, and once again, her neck. There 
are those in the world who will partake in the cruelty of dropping a 
cat on a hot metal plate and watching it dance across the surface, 
and that was the first thing this particular spectacle was likely to 
bring to mind. 


After slamming her body against a wall, Iori’s writhing finally 
came to a stop. If that living hell had continued for even ten more 
seconds, in complete seriousness, Iori would have broken a bone. 
That wireframe model had done quite the job tying her up. Was 
there some kind of trick to it? Or maybe there was some kind of 
secret behind the elastic string itself. 


“Whew... Anyway, that was a close call for lil ol’ Iori.” 
And then... 


After successfully escaping the danger she had inadvertently 
thrown herself into, she looked up at the wall she had hit her back 
against—and was shocked by what she saw. 


It wasn’t a wall. 

Iori was still near the center of the living room, positioned far 
from any of the walls. In that case, what was it that had saved Iori 
from the threat of a broken bone—given that Naguma had, after all, 
slashed away all the furniture earlier? 

It was a man. 

“...Huh? Ah...” 

How long had he been there? 

She wasn’t given enough time to wonder that. 


Rather, before she could even get a good glimpse of the 
stranger... 


“Excellent. This saves me time.” 


Iori lost consciousness. 
The man was holding a Japanese sword. 
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The continuous sound of metal clashing against metal echoed 
through the area. 


The blade of a naginata and the blades of scissors. 
Naguma Sawarabi and Soushiki Zerozaki. 
A hitman and a psycho killer. 


Each of the blades of Soushiki Zerozaki’s Mind Render was 
double-edged, making for a total of four ways he could attack. 
When he went on the defensive, using the scissors’ cutting edge to 
block an attack would accelerate the deterioration of the weapon, 
so by necessity, he always used the ridges of the blades—or 
sometimes the handle—to defend himself. Of course, in a worst case 
scenario, he would have no choice but to catch the blow with one 
of the blades, leaving things up to a pure contest of strength. 


A worst case scenario. 
And—this had been the tenth “worst case” thus far. 


“...Color me surprised,” Soushiki muttered, after retreating five 
steps in one giant leap and putting some distance between himself 
and Naguma. “It really is quite impressive—that naginata of yours.’ 
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He had just enough time to adjust his grip on his scissors, but 
Naguma quickly closed the gap between them, his naginata held 
high above his head. They had been repeating that same pattern 
over and over. The moment Soushiki tried to enter Naguma’s range, 
Naguma would strike first, chase Soushiki out of his sphere, and 
then close that distance himself—rinse and repeat. 


“.,.In any case, those are some fast strikes.” 
He caught a blow with one of the blade ridges. 
A metallic clang rang out. 


Although he was a slender man, he was as strong as his 
towering physique would suggest; under normal circumstances, he 
could have used that same motion to send both weapon and 
opponent flying. However, it took every last bit of his strength just 
to block the strike from Naguma’s naginata. 


“.,.In other words, it’s not just fast; it’s heavy, too.” 


The principle of leverage, centrifugal force—and the wielder’s 
own physical strength. The combination of all three factors made 
for a tremendous display of power. Soushiki was doing everything 
he could to counter and to crush that force, but even then, his arms 
had begun to lose feeling. 


As soon as he saw Naguma draw his naginata back, with only a 
moment’s delay, Soushiki finally took aim at Naguma’s throat with 
the edge of Mind Render’s blade, but... 


“ ,.But it won’t reach.” 
His strike missed. 


It could hardly be called a dodge. Naguma had merely shifted 
himself half a step to the side. That one motion had completely 
eliminated the need for Naguma to parry Soushiki’s blade, 
Soushiki’s attack. 


In contrast, it had been some time since Soushiki had evaded 
even a single strike of Naguma’s naginata. If they kept reiterating 


their current pattern, it wouldn’t be long before the blade of the 
naginata burrowed itself into Soushiki’s flesh. 


“Then, instead of running, I should move further in...” 
A slash. 


Soushiki rotated the handle of his scissors to hold them in an 
underhand grip, then used the renowned length of his arms to 
invade his opponent’s territory in a single stretch. From there, the 
blade could easily reach Naguma. Moreover, the attack range of the 
opponent’s blade—the naginata’s “edge”—didn’t include short 
range targets. The greatest weakness of a pole weapon: that is its 
effectiveness in close quarters combat... 


Or so Soushiki had assumed, but that was a big mistake. 
It was short-sighted. 


Naguma spun his naginata around and used the end of the shaft 
—the part of the weapon called the “ishizuki”—to strike Soushiki in 
the stomach. The attack employed a full revolution worth of 
centrifugal force, so it packed quite the punch. Although Soushiki 
hadn’t been hit with the blade end, all that meant was that he 
hadn’t been cut. The moment he staggered back a step from the 
impact, another blow from the metal-adorned shaft erupted against 
his torso. Despite his interest in history, Soushiki possessed very 
limited knowledge about traditional martial arts and thus had no 
way of knowing, but wielders of pole weapons like naginata, spears, 
and nagamaki will often be masters of the staff arts of bojutsu and 
jojutsu as well. Therefore, an attack with a polearm doesn’t have to 
use the blade—it can come from any part of the weapon. That made 
the weapon leagues more practical than Soushiki’s scissors, which 
had only four areas of attack. 


“’..And as a result...” 

Soushiki was forcefully expelled from Naguma’s orbit. 

In the next moment, yet another strike. 

The sound of metal. 

The eleventh worst case scenario. 

“—_Hold it, time out, time out!” 

Without thinking, Soushiki raised his voice. 

This was a disaster. If they continued for much longer, it 


wouldn’t just damage the blade; Mind Render would reach the end 
of its life span then and there. There was no replacing that beloved 
blade of his. The moment it broke, it was all over. 


Naguma showed a bit of hesitation over Soushiki’s request for 
an intermission, but ultimately, he came to a stop just as he had 
been taking a step forward. Soushiki’s pathetic cry must have 
dampened his enthusiasm for the fight. 


“.... really ought to apologize. Allow me to take back what I 
said earlier. I utterly underestimated you. I said something about 
‘giving me a good workout,’ didn’t I? How embarrassing. That was 
shameful, downright shameful.” 


“.,.Wouldn’t you put up a better fight if you didn’t use such a 
ridiculous weapon?” Naguma voiced the question that had 
evidently been nagging at him for a while. “My naginata isn’t 
exactly standard, either—but fighting with a pair of scissors is a bit 
much. That’s how an elementary school student would arm 
themselves. We don’t call that a weapon. It’s just stationery.” 


“Stationery, hm...? ’m actually quite attached to this weapon, 
you see. On a personal level.” 


“If you stopped bothering yourself with worthless things like 
‘attachment’ and wielded something like this naginata, or maybe 
even a sword or a knife, ’'m sure you could become a talented 
practitioner, Mr. Mind Render.” 


“T told you, didn’t I? Killing isn’t a job to us Zerozaki. It’s not a 
hobby, either. It’s a way of life—but if that choice of words doesn’t 
get the idea across, then, hmm, I suppose you could call it ‘fun.’ All 
work and no play makes Jack a dull boy, does it not?” 


“And did you really believe that someone who kills for fun could 
win against someone who takes killing seriously?” 


“Oh dear, already using the past tense? Still, ll refrain from 
calling you conceited. I don’t care to make the same mistake twice.” 
Soushiki shook his head facetiously. “However—perhaps there’s no 
need for me to ask, but if I’m going to be fighting with my back to 
the wall, that’s all the more reason I have to know. What is your 
goal—the Sawarabi’s goal—in this whole affair?” 

In response to that remark of Soushiki’s, laden with the 
implication that he wouldn’t give a damn about the goal of an 
easily defeated opponent, Naguma neither answered nor relaxed his 


stance. After observing Naguma’s reaction with a, “Hmm,” Soushiki 
pressed on. 


“From the start, none of this made much sense to me. The 
Sawarabi are a branch family of the Niounomiya, correct? Those 
people are truly the hitmen among hitmen, a purebred family line 
of slaughter. They would never do something as boorish as using 
Marionettes. You all are the antithesis of the antithesis of the 
antithesis of those ‘Tokinomiya’ brainwashers; I assumed such 
methods would lie outside your skill set and your paradigm.” 
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“Why would you go so far as to bend your principles in order to 
oppose us, the Zerozaki? I don’t mean to parrot what you said 
earlier—but a ‘Sawarabi’ ought to know what the terror of the 
Zerozaki Family entails.” 

The mysterious band of psycho killers—the Zerozaki Family. 

There are no common characteristics shared among the 
members of the clan, no rules that must be followed by the 


members of the clan, and no taboos that must not be broken by 
members of the clan. Only one thing can be said for sure. 


Anyone who does harm to the family will be massacred. 


“_,.Conversely, so long as someone doesn’t raise a hand against 
us first, we’ll do our best to keep ourselves in check. That goes all 
the more for a pacifist like me. And it goes all the more for those 
like you, who only think of killing as part of your job. It’s not as 
though you’re going to get killed by one of us in a fluke accident.” 

“’..Oh, yes, I know all about that.” 


Naguma grit his teeth hard enough to make a sound—and 
answered. 


“Of course I would. My little sister was killed by the Zerozaki 
Family.” 

“.,.Oho.” 

Naturally—a bit of surprise seeped into Soushiki’s expression. 


“You were a set of three siblings, if my memory serves me 
right... The oldest brother, a swordsman. The middle brother, a 
naginata user. And the younger sister—an archer.” 


“That’s right. She was called Yumiya Sawarabi, named for the 


very bow she wielded[i]—and she was my precious little sister. The 
one I’d even call my pride and joy—my sister. Together with my 
brother, the three of us made for an invincible combination.” 


“A short-range sword, a mid-range naginata, and a long-range 
bow, hm? If you ignore how anachronistic that is, it does sound like 
the three of you would make for a tough opponent.” He was having 
a hard enough time dealing with only one of them, the mid-range 
fighter Naguma. Soushiki couldn’t imagine what would happen if 
all three of them were together. “...And you’re saying the one who 
broke through your formation was a member of our Family?” 


“For the sake of upholding the Sawarabi’s reputation, if you'll 
allow me to make an excuse—Yumiya and I were alone at the time. 
My brother had stepped out for a bit.” 


“Tm sure the two of you were still a force to be reckoned with. 
To be perfectly honest, if someone were shooting a bow alongside 
your attacks, I don’t think I would stand much of a chance. Say, 
would you mind telling me? The Zerozaki who killed your sister— 
what kind of psycho killer was he?” 

“Tm afraid I don’t know his name. If you exclude Soushiki 
Zerozaki the ‘Mind Render,’ the only real celebrities among the 
Zerozaki are ‘Peril Point,’ ‘Seamless Bias,’ and at best, maybe ‘Bolt 
Keep,’ too. You’re too mysterious, the lot of you. That’s why we had 
to resort to such roundabout, disagreeable methods. ...He was some 
kid I’'d never seen before. I guess you could call the tattoo on his 
face his defining feature.” 

“...1 see.” 


Soushiki Zerozaki’s face took on a serious look. Or, no—perhaps 
not serious, but a somber, troubled expression. 


A kid—with a face tattoo. 
And on top of that, a psycho killer. 


A Zerozaki skilled enough to pick a fight with the second son 
and only daughter of the Sawarabi and ultimately break through 
their defenses... 


That was all Soushiki needed to hear. 
In other words—that was how it was. 


This was all a direct consequence of his little brother’s 
negligence. 


“ ,.That little brat. He left an enemy alive, did he?” 
What... naivety. 


Did he do it on a whim, was he simply unable to kill them both, 
or did he just let his enemy get away? Soushiki had no way of 
knowing—though based on what he knew of his little brother’s 
personality, the first possibility seemed most likely—but either way, 
as a member of the Zerozaki Family, for him to make two enemies 
and kill only one was the height of folly. To simply kill a foe wasn’t 
enough; that would leave grudges and hatred behind. It would leave 
behind rage and resentment, chagrin and sadness. 


Only through complete massacre would fear and trepidation be 
born. 
Those who kill cannot survive but by killing. 


Making two enemies and killing twenty people—that was the 
Zerozaki Family. 

That fool of a brother... I thought I had already taught him that. 

“...I get it now. So your motive is revenge.” 

“Does that seem too old-fashioned to you?” 

Naguma shuffled forward, closing the distance between him and 
Soushiki. It was his way of saying that depending on the answer, he 
would go right back to slashing. 

“To kill for a reason like that in this day and age—not to 
mention, for a ‘working’ man, as you’d put it, to oppose the 
Zerozaki Family—do you find that idiotic?” 

“...Not at all. I whole-heartedly support you.” 

That answer was not an example of Soushiki’s trademark self- 
effacement, nor was it sarcasm. It was true, genuine approval. No, 
not approval; it was a much more proactive emotion. He had begun 
to feel like the young man standing before him, who he had been 
fighting to the death just moments ago—the second son of the 
Sawarabi, which, despite their aversion to being grouped together, 
was a branch family of the Niounomiya—was a friend he had 
known for over a decade. 

Revenge—for his little sister. 

For his little sister. 

For his family. 


Braving the danger of opposing the Zerozaki Family, discarding 
his own principles and using Marionettes to investigate—all so he 
could avenge his little sister. 

Admirable. 

Absolutely admirable. 

Beautiful. 
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But of course. 

That didn’t mean that he was no longer willing to kill him, nor 
did it mean that he was willing to be killed by him. That was a 
completely different issue, separate enough to be a dimension apart. 

“Naguma-kun. I’d like you to tell me just one thing—who struck 
first?” 

“Ah? ”? 

“...No, never mind. I suppose that doesn’t matter. No matter 
who struck first or how it happened, it doesn’t change the fact that 
my little brother killed your little sister; it’s all the same. My little 
brother’s negligence is still my little brother’s negligence. ...I’ve had 
enough poking fun at you. No more games. I’ll fight you seriously.” 

After saying that, Soushiki removed the screw that held Mind 
Render together—and dismantled the weapon into two blades. 


Then, with one in his right hand, and the other in his left... 
He wielded the weapon with both hands. 

“ ..Hehe.” 

Naguma Sawarabi laughed. 


“Hehe—hehehe. Now it’s starting to look more like a weapon— 
Mr. Mind Render. But whether you have one blade or two, they still 
aren’t long enough to reach my neck.” 

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way, Ukyounosuke-kun.” 

Soushiki grinned and took a step forward. 

“T’m going to step right into your territory—then if a slash 
comes from the right, I’ll catch it using my left hand, and if a slash 
comes from the left, P’ll catch it using my right hand. Next, I’ll take 
whichever knife I have left—and throw it straight into your 
windpipe.” 


“ .. Throw it?” 


“All that talk about your sister gave me a hint. In the face of a 
projectile attack, the distance between opponents means nothing. 
Of course, a regular attack with a throwing knife would be brushed 
aside by your staff arts, but if it’s a counter—then there’s no need to 
worry about that.” 


Slashing and stabbing aren’t the only ways to use a knife. There 
are a great number of knives designed for throwing—and now that 
it had been dismantled from its scissors form, Mind Render could 
serve that purpose quite efficiently. 


The only challenge was that he would have to catch Naguma’s 
stroke using the ridges on only one blade—using only one arm— 
and what’s more, using an arm that had already been numbed out 
over the course of the battle. Soushiki was fully aware of that—and 
of course, Naguma could see that, too. 


“Do you really think the first step of your plan is possible? A 
counter... That isn’t a bad idea. As they always say, whenever you 
attack someone, you inevitably leave an opening in your defenses. 
However—I could say the same to you. I’m sure you understand 
how difficult it is to defend yourself whilst trying to attack, don’t 
you, Mr. Mind Render? And that goes all the more in the face of my 
naginata,” said Naguma. 


“Tt doesn’t matter,” spoke Soushiki, sidling closer. “That doesn’t 
matter at all. This is no longer a matter of what’s possible or 
impossible, Naguma Sawarabi-kun. I’ve explained my strategy aloud 
as a gesture of enmity. My sincerity—perhaps that’s what you could 
consider it. There is no longer any need for words. Kill me with 
everything you’ve got. I will kill you with everything I’ve got.” 


Those were his last words. 


In the next instant, Soushiki broke into Naguma’s territory. Not 
just so that he could bait him into attacking. Holding his blade so 
that it would pierce straight through Naguma’s heart if the latter 
hesitated to attack—he sprung forward into Naguma’s sphere. 

“U... Ugh!” 

Naguma’s body quivered, momentarily torn between whether to 
pull back or brush the attack aside—but in the end, he let out a 
determined cry of, “Ohhhhhhhhhhhh!” and lunged forward with his 
naginata. 


But it wasn’t a slash. 

It was a thrust. 

He stepped forward on his right foot. 

And he aimed the tip of his blade at Soushiki’s heart. 


Slashing attacks have a trajectory. With a weapon specialized in 
power and speed like a naginata, it is very difficult to change that 
trajectory mid-attack—therefore, the trajectory is easy to read, and 
therefore, the trajectory is easy to block. The strikes may be 
difficult to evade, but it is far from impossible to defend against 
each blow. Still, that quality is not consequential enough to be 
considered a weak point—after all, the naginata is a weapon 
capable of crushing that defense altogether. 


However, while the weapon may be geared towards slashing 
strikes, it is just as capable of stabbing maneuvers, as he had shown 
during his fight with Iori in the apartment. On top of that, Naguma 
wasn’t just versed in bojutsu and jojutsu; he was skilled in the art of 
the spear as well. It was the perfect surprise attack to use against an 
opponent who had grown used to his slashes. The same applies in 
kendo—but there is no way to defend against a “thrust.” If it comes 
from a staff or a bare fist, there are ways to “soften” the blow, but 
to attempt that with a bladed attack is extremely dangerous. The 
required contact point is far too precise. And the power behind 
Naguma’s thrust was completely incomparable to a knife... 


“Just as I thought, you went for the thrust,” noted Soushiki. 
“Then all I have to do is dodge it.” 


Soushiki evaded the naginata’s blade, spinning around it ina 
spiral motion—and in an instant, he had drawn close enough to 
reach Naguma. 


“|,.Huh?” 
Naguma let out a dumbfounded voice. 


That was to be expected. Soushiki hadn’t evaded a single one of 
Naguma’s slashes thus far. In terms of speed, Naguma had an 
overwhelming advantage. Even more so when it was a surprise 
attack launched head on; perhaps it could be brushed aside, but 
outright dodging it should have been impossible. 


However, Naguma’s understanding was half right and half 
wrong. Soushiki’s inability to avoid the previous attacks had been 


no act—but it had been caused by the naginata’s application of 
centrifugal force. If it was a simple thrust, a maneuver that didn’t 
even bring the principal of leverage into play—and what’s more, if 
it wasn’t a surprise attack, but a thrust he had seen coming—then it 
wasn’t too fast for Soushiki to dodge. 


And one more point to add to that. 


Unlike the slashing attacks he’d been making until now—a 
“thrust” leaves the assailant leaning forward on one leg after the 
attack. One has to step fully forward on one foot or the other, or 
there won’t be enough power behind the charge. In that case... 


“If I move in towards the side of your body opposite that leg— 
then your short range defense, those staff arts, will come just a 
moment delayed.” 


Soushiki hadn’t been aiming for a counter at all. 
He had been aiming for a feint. 


Getting Naguma to unleash a “thrust,” an attack exceedingly 
difficult to follow up with a combo—that had been Soushiki’s true 
goal. 


“...Kuh!” 


Crossing his legs, Naguma Sawarabi attempted to reposition his 
naginata. However, that took him longer than it took Soushiki 
Zerozaki to readjust his grip on Mind Render. 


“Naguma Sawarabi-kun.” 
Soushiki spoke in a horribly cold tone. 


“You ‘pass.’ You are overwhelmingly righteous; you are the very 
definition of ‘justice.’ Now, holding that righteousness in your 
heart, die by my hand.” 


The moment Naguma Sawarabi turned his body to face the 
other man—one of the blades of Mind Render pierced deep into his 
chest. 


¢ 4 
“...YO.” 
The setting was a neighborhood game arcade. 


Just as he had gotten a game over screen, someone called out to 
Jion Tsuge from behind. 


Jion was in an absolutely awful mood. For the very personal 


reason that he had witnessed a female classmate he secretly 
harbored feelings for (a cute, absentminded girl who wore a red 
knit cap) leave school with another boy (an irritating guy who 
fancied himself a sportsman)—he was in an absolutely awful mood. 


Preoccupied with his sulking, he had yet to return home even 
after nightfall, skipping out on his part-time job to idly kill time in 
an arcade. Given his current frame of mind, a stranger calling out to 
him was little more than an unwelcome nuisance. 


However, when he looked over his shoulder, Jion was met with 
a shock. He knew that person. Well, no, he didn’t know him 
personally—but he had heard about him before. What’s more, it 
was someone he had learned of just the other day. 


He wasn’t particularly tall. His long, dyed hair was held back in 
a ponytail, and the ears peeking out from his hair were adorned 
with cell phone straps and a triad of piercings, among other things. 
What drew the eye most of all was the marking on his face, slightly 
obscured by his stylish sunglasses: a sinister tattoo. 


ce 


... YO,’ I said. It’s a greeting.” 


“Y-Yeah...” Doing his best to hide his inner turmoil, Jion gave a 
tentative response. “W-What is it? Who are you?” 


“Me? I’m... well, let’s see, No Longer Human, I guess?” Along 
with that incomprehensible answer, the tattooed boy gave a shrug 
of his shoulders. “I called out to you ’cause—uh, whaddya call it, I 
need you to tell me the way. Oh, not that I’m asking you to tell me 
the meaning of life or anything. Kahaha.” 


The tattooed boy laughed alone at his own lame joke (like, 
seriously fucking lame). He wore a strangely innocent, affable 
smile. While Jion struggled to come up with a response, the 
expression on the tattooed boy’s face turned serious, as if he’d 
shifted gears completely, and he continued, “Truth is, I’m looking 
for my older brother.” 

“His stupidity’s pretty distinctive, so if you saw him, he’d 
probably catch your eye right away. He’s stupidly tall and got 
stupidly long arms and legs, he keeps his hair stupidly slicked back 
and wears a stupidly unflattering suit, and he wears stupidly old- 
fashioned silver-rimmed glasses. But he keeps stupidly dangerous 
scissors on ‘im, too.” 


“’,.Ah, uhh—I saw a guy like that... yesterday.” Despite some 


reservations, Jion decided to answer honestly. “He said he was in 
the area looking for his little brother...” 


“...1 see, I see. He was looking for his little brother, huh? What a 
riot.” 


Kahaha, laughed the tattooed boy. 
“Do you know where he is now?” 
“Uh, no, not exactly...” 


“Gotcha. Then I guess I’ll prowl around the area a little longer. 
Thanks, man. Here, you can have this.” 


The tattooed boy flipped a coin into the air and tossed it over to 
Jion. At first Jion thought it was an arcade token, but that turned 
out to be completely off the mark; it was a ten yen coin. Even 
cheaper than a token. 

“...Ten yen?” 

“Dumbass, take a closer look. It’s not just any ten yen coin. It’s 
got ridged edges.” [2] 

“.,.Thanks.” 

“Tt’s nothing, don’t sweat it. Believe it or not—or maybe ‘as you 
can see’ is more like it—I’m renowned for being cool and generous.” 

With a “See ya” and a casual wave of his hand, the tattooed boy 
turned his back to Jion. 

And—it happened in that instant. 

The hand Jion had used to catch the coin—his right hand, from 
the wrist up—was torn off with a loud snap, and fresh red blood 
began to gush from the wound. 

“E-Eeeeeek?!” 

“Hm?” 

After hearing that scream, the tattooed boy looked back over his 
shoulder. 

“.,.Ah. Whoops, my bad. Guess I killed ya.” 

The moment he said that. 

Gashes erupted not only on Jion’s wrist, but all over the rest of 


his body. Enough blood came flooding out to make a person wonder 
how it had all fit inside him to begin with. 


Red. 


Everything was dyed in red. 

His breath, his vision, his pain, his screams... 
It was all stained with fresh blood. 

It was all so very... 

Red. 

“Ah. Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!” 


“Tt’s cause you’re wearing all that jangling metal, y’know? ’m 
telling you, that shit’s dangerous. Watch out from now on, okay? 
Geez... Anyway, I’m kind of in a hurry, so I gotta go.” 


After leaving only those words behind with a genial smile, the 
tattooed boy left as though nothing had happened. His small 
retreating figure soon disappeared entirely from Jion’s line of sight. 
No, that wasn’t quite right. Even his eyes had been torn apart, so 
his own vision had simply been clouded in darkness. 


Right there—Jion Tsuge fell down hard enough to scatter the 
surrounding chairs and arcade cabinets— 


“—_Ah, ah—ah...” 


And with his final few moments of consciousness, he thought to 
himself. 


Oh... I see. 

This—what happened just now. 

That was what “kills” you if you encounter it... 

That which amounts to “death” just by interacting with it. 


The concept of “evil.” 


(Naguma Sawarabi—Passed) 
(Chapter Four—The End) 


[1] “Yumiya” quite literally means “bow and arrow.” 


[2] A ten yen coin with ridged edges (nicknamed giza-juu in 
Japanese) is a special kind of ten yen coin that was only produced 
between 1951 and 1958. Basically a Japanese collector’s coin. 


Chapter 5: Hawatari Sawarabi (1) 


The Family’s general consensus regarding Soushiki’s little 
brother—Hitoshiki Zerozaki—was that he was strangely elusive and 
difficult to understand—and while Soushiki made a show of 
protesting that assessment on the surface, in truth, he found it to be 
a rather apt description. All the members of the Zerozaki Family, a 
gathering of eccentrics, were more or less viewed that way by 


outsiders—but all the same, the fact that his little brother was seen 
that way even by insiders certainly made him a bit unusual. There 
were various ways it could be expressed—but it was like he would 
be facing east one moment and west the next, and if you hurriedly 
followed his gaze to see what he was looking at, he would already 
be staring off to the south. By the time you realized what was 
happening, he would be standing there watching your gaze dart 
every which way with a grin on his face. That was the brand of 
“impenetrability” Hitoshiki Zerozaki possessed. Take even the 
greatest maverick and eccentric among the Zerozaki Family: 
“Suicidal Tendencies,” a.k.a. “Mind Render”; take even the most 
infamous psycho killer among the Family at that point in time: 
“Cutting Remark,” a.k.a. “Peril Point”; take even the one who was 
known for having killed the most people in the entire history of the 
clan, and for doing it using exceptionally violent and merciless 
methods, even by the Zerozaki Family’s standards: “Praise of Folly,” 
a.k.a. “Seamless Bias”; take even the one and only member of the 
family who chose his victims based on certain requirements and 
hated indiscriminate murder with a passion: “Girlish Predilections,” 
a.k.a. “Bolt Keep”—dispositions aside, in terms of personality, they 
would all pale in the face of Hitoshiki Zerozaki. In the entirety of 
the rather brief history of the clan, the only ones capable of rivaling 
Hitoshiki had been his own “parents.” And seeing as those two were 
already dead, that was now a matter of the past. 


The Zerozaki among Zerozaki. 

That was why Hitoshiki was referred to as such within the 
Family. 

He was no longer young enough to be considered a child. 


Still, Soushiki didn’t feel comfortable leaving his little brother to 
his own devices. 


He always tried to keep him close by—or else he would get 
anxious. 


If anyone found out that someone like that... 
That something like that existed within the Zerozaki... 


There were bound to be some who wouldn’t keep quiet about it. 


This particular incident appeared to be something close to that. 

Indeed... 

Hitoshiki Zerozaki. 

The Zerozaki among Zerozaki. 

His little brother—being the one and only purebred Zerozaki the 
world had ever known—inevitably held the key to the destruction 
of the Zerozaki Family. 

As such—Hitoshiki Zerozaki. 


His existence was considered something of a taboo even within 
the Family. 


Something that must never be mentioned, almost like a 
forbidden word. 


That said, given his easygoing attitude, it was hard to tell 
whether the boy himself was aware of that, and it was never clear 
exactly what was going on in his head. Even after Soushiki had 
invited Hitoshiki to join their clan—the Zerozaki Family—he had 
remained enrolled in middle school, and apparently he had held 
every intention of going on to high school as well. If his lifestyle 
itself hadn’t been run into the ground, he probably would have 
done exactly that. After he graduated—from the time he turned 
fifteen until the present day, Hitoshiki Zerozaki’s entire personal 
history could be expressed as one long, ongoing game of hide-and- 
seek with his older brother Soushiki Zerozaki. 

Hide-and-go-seek. 

There were only two things that could be said for sure about the 
strangely elusive and impenetrable Hitoshiki Zerozaki—and one of 
them was that he was filled with an overwhelming, incurable 
wanderlust. 


No one knew the reason for his vagrancy. 

“Tt’s not that I want to go somewhere in particular... 

“T hate walking. 

“There isn’t any place I want to go.” 

When asked about it, that was the offhand answer he would 
give. 

“Tt’s just, you know... 

“There’s someone out there I really want to meet. 


“T’ve got no idea who they are... 
“But I have to meet ’em. 
“Once I do... 


“Something will work out somehow.” 


When Soushiki Zerozaki heard that—the moment he heard that. 
However many years ago. 


He abandoned his attempts to understand his little brother— 
Hitoshiki Zerozaki. 


It wasn’t that he couldn’t understand. 

It was that he gave up on even trying to understand. 

An answer that sounded like it had been made up on the spot. 
A non-answer of an answer. 

In the end—those were his little brother’s honest feelings. 
Even his honest feelings were a lie. 

To this boy, even the truth was a lie. 

There was no truth to this boy. 

In that case, Soushiki would never understand him. 

He could never understand him. 

And—he didn’t want to understand him. 

And so, Soushiki abandoned his attempts to understand... 


And he decided to simply accept him instead. 


But truth be told, it wasn’t quite as clear how Hitoshiki felt 
towards his older brother. No matter where he wandered off to, as 
soon as he was found, he would always abide by Soushiki’s 
instructions without making any particular fuss about it. Soushiki 
had known Hitoshiki from the time he was genuinely a child—but 
as far as he could tell, the boy had never gone through a rebellious 
period. And yet, it was like he was complying just for the sake of 
complying—that was how it felt. Soushiki couldn’t tell why his little 
brother chose to obey him. 


He couldn’t tell what he was feeling. 
He didn’t understand. 
In the end, he just didn’t understand. 


However, because of the second thing that could be said for sure 
about Hitoshiki Zerozaki—regardless of what he thought of 
Soushiki himself, he did hold an extraordinary amount of interest in 
his older brother’s longtime weapon, “Mind Render.” 


Hitoshiki Zerozaki loved sharp objects. 
Sharp objects. 

It didn’t have to be a blade. 

It didn’t even have to be a weapon. 


Whether it was a shard of glass, a razor-sharp string, or a scrap 
of paper—if it was sharp and pointed, Hitoshiki Zerozaki adored it. 


It could even be called a fixation. 


From the time he was an infant, Hitoshiki had gone out of his 
way to collect shiny objects, the kind you could easily cut yourself 
on if you weren’t careful. It goes without saying that every last 
person belonging to the Zerozaki Family was a “psycho killer.” Each 
and every one of them bore that title in all its entirety, holding it 
close to their chests. In that one respect—counting nearly every 
Zerozaki, from Mind Render to Bolt Keep—there was no disparity 
between members of the family. Although each “psycho killer” in 
the Family, Soushiki included, possessed their own unique outlook 
on life, their own unique philosophy, and their own unique 
boundaries—that was the one and only point that differentiated 
them from the rest of the Killing Names. 


However. 
Hitoshiki Zerozaki was different. 
That was not the case for Hitoshiki Zerozaki. 


Hitoshiki Zerozaki had collected “sharp objects”—still did 
collect them—independent of their value as tools for murder. In 
that sense, rather, you would be hard-pressed to find a psycho killer 
more indifferent to killing than Hitoshiki. 


Yes—in short, it came down to a matter of meaning. 
If handed an X-Acto knife, most members of the Family would 
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use that to cut “someone’s” carotid artery. Or perhaps to stab 


“someone” in the eyes. Or perhaps to strike at “someone’s” wrists. If 
it were Bolt Keep, he might aim for the person’s internal organs, 
and if it were Soushiki Zerozaki, he might swap the knife out for his 
Mind Render. 


However. 

Hitoshiki Zerozaki was different. 

Hitoshiki would use it to sharpen a pencil. 

He would carefully, meticulously sharpen a pencil. 
Next, he would stab someone with that pencil. 

As if to test how sharp it was. 

And then, he might mutter, “Still needs more work.” 
He sought out sharp beings. 

He created sharp items. 

Almost as if it were in his very nature. 

Almost as if it were his vice. 

He collected sharp objects. 

“Hey, Bro—,” Hitoshiki would often say. 

Over and over again. 

More times than Soushiki cared to hear it. 

“You got any plans to give that up? 

“Give it to me. 

“T want it.” 


It was no different from a child pestering an adult for a toy he 
wanted. Each time, Soushiki would reply, “I can’t give you this,” 
with a wry smile. 


“Tt happens to be very precious to me. I’m not a playboy like 
you. I’m faithful to both my women and my weapons.” 


“Hmm...” 

His little brother smiled. 

Well, no, his little brother was always smiling. 

He’d never seen his brother without a smile on his face. 


“..-Then how about this? Once you die, I’ll take those stupid 
scissors off your hands.” 


“AS amemento, you mean?” 

“As garbage collection.” 

“Hmm—well, you’re free to do as you like. It wouldn’t do to 
drag my beloved weapon all the way with me to Hell...” 

“This, coming from ‘Hell’ himself?” Hitoshiki responded. “... 
Kahaha. Then—you know, in that case. I could always just kill you 
and take those scissors by force.” 

“Well... I suppose you could.” 

“Well, aren’t you confident. You think I’'d never stand a chance 
at killing you or something? You think you could kill me anytime 
you want?” 

“Who knows.” 

“Tech...” 

His little brother clicked his tongue in displeasure. 

Though, of course, he was still smiling. 

It was a smile that could be described as “pure,” even. 

“T have no intention of fighting you to the death, in any case. 
The question itself is moot.” 

“Then, hypothetically speaking—like, if we’re just imagining 
‘what if scenarios—if we had ourselves a serious death match, 
which one of us would be left standing in the end?” 

In response to his little brother’s question—the older brother 
answered. 

“Tf it’s a question of who would survive, it would almost 
certainly be me—but if it’s a question of who could manage to 
murder their opponent, it would almost certainly be you.” 

“Yeah? And why is that?” 

“A little brother who would kill his older brother could very 
well exist in this world, but there’s no such thing as an older 
brother who would kill his younger brother.” 

“Now that’s not true. It’s a pretty big world we live in, you 
know? Bet you could find an older brother who’d kill his little 
brother if you really tried.” 

“An older brother who would kill his little brother. A person like 
that can’t really be called an older brother. Such a person is no 


longer a human, no longer even a demon. He’s just a beast—or 
perhaps a monster.” 


“Hah—a beast or a monster, huh?” 

What a riot. 

Yes... 

That was what he had said back then. 

After saying those words, his smile had grown all the wider. 
Soushiki remembered that much. 

He remembered it vividly—however. 


Considering his current situation, considering his current 
condition—even if it were just a hypothetical scenario, one with no 
firm basis in reality—if he were asked right then whether he would 
be able to survive a fight against his little brother, he wasn’t sure he 
would be able to nod his head. 
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All alone, on the open rooftop of an apartment building— 
Soushiki Zerozaki lied spread-eagled, twirling a giant pair of 
scissors around his fingertips. One of the cuffs of his suit jacket had 
been stained with fresh, red blood. That blood belonged to the man 
he had been dueling to the death just minutes ago—Naguma 
Sawarabi the naginata user. 


Naguma was no longer anywhere to be found. 


“...To let two targets escape my custody in one day... I suppose 
the ‘Twentieth Hell’ is a thing of the past,” Soushiki muttered, with 
a touch of self-deprecation. 


But still—it was a shocking state of affairs. For Soushiki, the 
entire situation still felt hard to believe, enough so that he needed a 
bit more time to understand what had transpired. 


Soushiki had unquestionably, undoubtedly thrust one of the 
blades of his scissors into Naguma’s chest—and if it had penetrated 
even a centimeter deeper, it would have been a fatal wound with no 
hope for recovery— 


But who would have guessed a comeback was possible at that 
stage. 


Who would have guessed a comeback was possible from that 
point—Soushiki hadn’t even considered the possibility. 


“Or, rather... Most people would give up after being stabbed in 
the chest. To nonetheless keep hold of his will to fight and attempt 
an escape after that—Naguma-kun really is something else.” 


But of course—it wasn’t only that. 


Soushiki Zerozaki wasn’t so forgiving an “enemy” that one could 
survive against him purely on ideals like “the will to live” or “the 
determination to fight.” The biggest reason that Naguma had been 
able to escape from Soushiki— 


That was because he had stepped forward on his right foot 
during his thrust. 


Naturally, to avoid that, Soushiki had been forced to move in to 
the left of Naguma, from his point of view—and thus carry out his 
attack with Mind Render using his right hand. 


His right hand. 
His hand on the right. 


It was the same hand that Iori had wounded earlier that 
evening. It was a minor, trivial injury—but that minor, trivial 
difference had dragged Soushiki down and spared Naguma’s life. As 
a result, Naguma had avoided a fatal injury, jumped off the roof of 
the building, and succeeded in escaping from Soushiki Zerozaki. 


“Heheheh—I told him he was free to run away, but I had no 
intention of actually letting him go...” 


Having finished his reflections—Soushiki leapt off the ground 
and back onto his feet in one smooth motion, his wireframe model 
of a body springing up like a clockwork toy. He flicked the blood off 
his scissors, then stowed the weapon away inside his suit. 


“Now this is a pickle. I’m no good at dealing with that type. No 
good at all. The heroic ‘berseker’ who, regardless of the inferiority 
of his skill, regardless of his bottom of the barrel talent, can always 
survive by the skin of his teeth—as a concept, it’s close to the 
notion of the ‘living dead.’ I, Soushiki Zerozaki, am but a psycho 
killer. How am I to be expected to kill a corpse?” 


That brainless little brother of his would probably describe the 
situation as a “riot,” but unfortunately, Soushiki was not one to 
derive enjoyment from adversity. Now that Soushiki had more or 
less tipped his hand, Naguma Sawarabi—and that “brother” of his, 
as well—had solidified themselves as “enemies” beyond 


redemption, ones that warranted an overwhelming amount of 
caution. 


“His ‘little sister’ was murdered—I believe that’s what he said. If 
I have the time, it might behoove me to look into the facts of the 
matter. ...Oh, but Iori-chan comes first. If I leave her like that, it 
won't be long before her spine breaks with a nice, clean crunch.” 


After saying that like an afterthought, Soushiki turned on his 
heel. He opened the door, went back inside the apartment building, 
and walked down the stairs. Although he whistled a carefree tune 
all the while, that was little more than bravado, and his mind was 
abuzz with thoughts on what steps to take next. 


At any rate. 


Now that they had made contact, now that they had confronted 
one another, Naguma Sawarabi was an “enemy.” Not Soushiki’s 
own personal “enemy,” but an “enemy” of the entire Zerozaki 
Family—no matter the cost, once the time was ripe, he had to be 
eliminated. The reasons behind his actions were irrelevant. 


And. 


At the same time, there was the issue of Iori—and as far as 
issues went, that one was the bigger dilemma. Including his little 
brother, this was his second time confronting a “Zerozaki” outside 
the “Zerozaki” group—but in her case, considering that she had yet 
to kill a single person, while it may have applied in theory, in 
practice, she couldn’t really be labeled a “psycho killer.” His little 
brother’s case had been unique in its own way, too—it had been so 
unique that “unique” was the only way to describe it, but at the 
very least, he had already been a “murderer” by the time he met 
Soushiki. 


But then—there was Iori’s case. 

“Well, now that she’s come into contact with me—and with 
another Zerozaki, I’m sure the resonance will only ‘stimulate’ her 
‘disposition.’ It’s like what they say about one rotten apple spoiling 
the bunch. I suppose the situation is too dicey for me to be using 
words like ‘hope’ and ‘possibility.”” 

And on top of that—there was Soushiki’s original goal. 

As things stood, his search for his little brother had been put 
entirely on hold. 


That made for a total of three tasks to be addressed. 


Given that Soushiki Zerozaki could only be in one place at one 
time, he would have to decide which matter took priority, which 
was to be left for later, and which was to be put on the 
backburnert... 


“,.It might be easiest to do things the logical way and call 
someone to help, instead of trying to do everything myself—but as 
the eldest son of the family, I’d rather not disgrace myself by 
admitting that I let two different people escape my grasp.” 


While muttering that to himself, he opened the front door to the 
apartment where he had left Iori. There in the living room, right 
near the entrance, Iori was lying tied up and unconscious, having 
fainted in agony—or at least, she should have been. 

There was no one in the living room. 

Not a single person. 

“...Hm?” 

Tilting his head to the side, Soushiki stepped into the living 
room without taking off his shoes. Naguma had cleaned up the area 
earlier, so there was nowhere to hide. Just in case, he checked 
every nook and cranny of the room, but just as it seemed, there was 
not a single person, not a single presence to be found—however, on 
one of the white walls of the spacious, deserted room— 


—The word “Sawarabi” had been carved. 


The letters looked rough and uneven, as if they had been 
scrapped out of the wall with some kind of blade. 


That was enough to tell him everything. 
“The oldest brother was a swordsman—wasn’t he? My, my.” 


Without showing any obvious signs of panic, Soushiki shrugged 
his shoulders. 


“So is that what this is? Iori-chan has been kidnapped—and so 
Soushiki-san must rush to her rescue. It’s that sort of scenario?” 


How complicated. 
There was no time to rest. 


That naginata user—no wonder he had fled so quickly. If he 
stood a chance at winning, he ought to have settled things then and 
there, but clearly there had been no real need for him to rush the 


duel to a conclusion. 


“In that sense, it was actually a stroke of genius to tie up Iori- 
chan’s arms and legs. So long as she doesn’t try to put up a fight, 
she should get out of this without too many injuries.” 


He had no way of knowing whether she was unharmed or not— 
but all he could do was have faith in the oldest Sawarabi brother, 
whoever he was. Still, seeing as their target was not Soushiki 
himself, but the Zerozaki Family as a whole, that meant Iori was 
included as one of those targets. She was currently straddling the 
line between human and “psycho killer”—but they were unlikely to 
take that into consideration. In that case, to assume that she would 
make it out with all her limbs intact was, perhaps, a hasty 
conclusion. 


“Well, at worst, she might be tortured a bit and lose an arm or a 
leg in the process. A hostage is meaningless if they aren’t left alive.” 
As he muttered those troubling possibilities in a perfectly calm 
manner, Soushiki left the living room. “But still—if they’re going 
this far to declare a full-blown war on the Zerozaki Family, they 
certainly are a superlative example of ‘justice.’ Come hell or high 
water, I really must do away with them myself, by my own hand 
and by my own blade.” 


Then, he went out into the hallway, and in a fluid motion, 
without any particular enthusiasm or hesitation, pulled open the 
door to the neighboring apartment. The moment he did, a 
suffocating, revolting stench came wafting from the room. 


It was the stench of flesh—and blood. 

There were four corpses inside the apartment. 
No possibility or hope about them— 

Just four corpses. 

Just four lumps of meat. 


“Tori-chan’s mother—her father—her older sister—and I suppose 
this one is her little brother? Or maybe her older brother? It’s hard 
to tell.” 


Soushiki carefully examined each of the corpses. 


“They were all killed with one strike from a naginata, hm...? 
Well, I saw those techniques of his. An amateur would go down in 
an instant.” 


After finishing his inspection, Soushiki once again put some 
distance between himself and the corpses—and then, as if to offer a 
silent prayer, he brought both of his hands together as he gazed in 
their direction. He maintained that silence for about a minute. 
Finally, wearing an expression so humble it looked out of place on 
his face, Soushiki opened his mouth to speak. 

“Perhaps it was because she was surrounded by a family like 
you—that she was able to live such a wholesome life. I’m sure that 
to her—that as she moves forward, those seventeen years she spent 
with you will be valued as an irreplaceable, one-of-a-kind... 
brilliant and precious treasure. Thank you for ‘protecting’ her all 
this time.” 

Soushiki turned his back to the four. 

Iori Mutou—the girl in the red knit cap. 

That day, her everyday life had reached a turning point. 

That day, her everyday life had been turned on its head. 

That day, her everyday life had collapsed in on itself. 

That day, her everyday life had been laid to ruin. 

That was no longer any one person’s responsibility. 

It wasn’t the fault of the Sawarabi brothers; it wasn’t the fault of 
the one who had purportedly started it all, Soushiki’s little brother; 
of course, it wasn’t the fault of Soushiki Zerozaki—and. 

Most likely, it wasn’t even the fault of the girl herself. 

It wasn’t anyone’s fault—however. 

The fact that she—that Iori Mutou had been able to live her 
everyday life as Iori Mutou for so long—was undeniably thanks to 
these four people. That alone went without a doubt. There was no 
room to doubt it. 


“Take pride in that fact; I have the utmost respect for you. 
Without a doubt, you all ‘pass’ with flying colors—and so, from 
here on, please leave everything to me. I will be sure to protect 
your beloved ‘family’—my little sister.” 

After returning to Iori’s living room, Soushiki picked up the 
telephone receiver hanging on the wall. Deftly dialing a 24-digit 
telephone number, he connected with the person he wanted to 
reach. 


“Yes, things have turned into a bit of a hassle... or a nuisance, 
really. I’ll be waging an all-out war in this town soon; I’d like you to 
handle the ‘cleanup’ afterwards. That includes yesterday’s incident 
on the train. It’s a fight to the death between fellow brutes, so 
there’s no reason for you to be concerned. No matter which of us 
dies, it just amounts to one less of our kind. Very convenient for 
your side, isn’t it? If you’re lucky, we might take each other down, 
and then it’s two less. All you have to do is keep quiet and 
manipulate the flow of information. Well then, I’m counting on you, 
Ujigami-san.” 

Once he had finished the call and hung up the phone, Soushiki 
took Mind Render out of his suit. The action signified that he was 
ready for battle—a stance that would not be relaxed until he had 
rescued Iori in one piece and executed the Sawarabi brothers. 


Once the Zerozaki has begun, it doesn’t end until the enemy is 
eliminated. 
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“ ,.Uuuuuuuugh...” 
Iori Mutou groaned. 
“’,.Bleeeh...” 


There was no point to it; she simply had nothing better to do 
than groan. Of course, she could have managed a scream or a yell if 
she really felt like it, but that was bound to tire her out, so she 
didn’t bother. It always pays to be energy-efficient. Everyone has 
limited stamina, so it’s best to use it wisely. 


By the time she had come to—by the time she had regained 
consciousness, the elastic string linking the bindings around her 
arms and the bindings around her legs had been undone, so 
compared to before, her posture had become a great deal more 
comfortable. However, that was only comparatively speaking, and it 
was hard to say that her actual circumstances had improved. The 
situation was as miserable as ever. 


The situation— 
Her hands, still bound together with elastic string, had been 
hung from the ceiling using some sort of rope—and her legs were 


dangling entirely off the ground, leaving Iori completely restrained. 
Her red knit cap had even been pulled down over her eyes as a 


blindfold. 
“.,.S-Schoolgirl Bondage!” 


With no audience to hear it, the joke she had made at the 
expense of her own wellbeing only echoed in vain. 


“ ..Bleeeh...” 


Assessing the situation from an objective point of view, it 
seemed she had been kidnapped. Even with the blindfold, she could 
tell that this wasn’t the living room of her apartment—and in the 
last bits of consciousness she could recall, she had seen a fourth 
character, neither Soushiki nor Naguma, make an appearance. Most 
likely, that man—she was pretty sure it had been a man—had 
somehow rendered her unconscious and carried here all the way 
here (where exactly was “here”?)—or something along those lines. 
In which case, that man must have been the one to cut the third 
elastic string. 

“...1 guess I owe him a thank you for that part.” 

Still, her current state... 

Her current state, with her arms hung from the ceiling and her 
feet unable to touch the floor, was no less strenuous. Iori’s weight 
was on the light side for someone of her height, but nonetheless, it 
felt like her arms were on the verge of tearing off. 

Honestly, now... 

What was the point of all this? 

It felt stupid to even bother worrying about it anymore. 

But if she were to force herself to come up with a theory—most 
likely... that man was in cahoots with Naguma Sawarabi, the 
traditionally-dressed naginata user. She remembered Soushiki 
muttering that he had a sword-wielding older brother, or something 
like that. Based upon her dim recollection, Iori was pretty sure the 
man who kidnapped her had been holding a Japanese sword. 

The Zerozaki and—the Sawarabi. 

Were they engaged in some sort of conflict—perhaps? 

There seemed to be a subtle difference of nuance there—but 
thinking about it that way made things easy to understand. She 
didn’t understand why, but Iori apparently belonged to the 
“Zerozaki” side—which made her current situation incredibly 


dangerous. Now that she had fallen into the “enemy’s” hands, she 
was a regular carp on the chopping block. 


And yet. 

Even now that it had come to this— 

Iori somehow lacked a sense of crisis. 

She didn’t feel anxious. 

She wasn’t taking things seriously. 

Not that she was being irresponsible, exactly... 


More accurately, somewhere deep in Iori’s heart—there was a 
part of her that felt distinctly reassured. To illustrate that feeling, it 
was the sense of security that comes from the thought, “No matter 
what happens to me, I know there’s someone out there who will 
come rescue me, so I'll be fine.” 

In other words—Soushiki Zerozaki. 

It was because of that wireframe model. 

Why? 

Since when—had she come to depend on him so much? There 
hadn’t been any occasion for her to develop those feelings. Her first 
impression of him had been nothing beyond “pervert,” and little 
had happened after that to change her opinion. He may have 
swooped in from the balcony to save her, but as her current 
situation showed, he hadn’t actually succeeded. There was even a 
chance he had already been murdered by Naguma Sawarabi on the 
roof of her apartment building. They hadn’t spoken to each other 
that many times, and most of what he had said had been lost on 
her. There had been close to zero opportunities for him to earn her 
trust. 

And yet. 

Here she was—trusting him. 

Here she was—relying on him. 

She had faith that he would come rescue her. 


cc 0 
eee 


Almost like he was family. 
Before he had done anything—without any reason—without any 


basis—despite all the evidence to dissuade her—she believed in 
him, as if it were perfectly natural. 

Thinking back, that may have been true from the start. 

The disassociation from reality when she stabbed Yasumichi. 

The disassociation from reality throughout her entire life. 

Perhaps the source of it all had been one and the same. 

If so, that would come as quite the shock. 

Iori had believed in Soushiki since before she met him. 

“.,.1 wonder what you call this feeling...” 

Iori let slip a small giggle of a laugh. 

“How to put it... It’s not ‘comical,’ exactly... Yeah, that’s it. It’s 
what you’d call—a ‘riot.” 

In that moment... 

There came a metallic squeak. 

It was probably the sound of door hinges creaking—someone 
must have come into the room. Of course, that was assuming this 
was some kind of room. Iori hadn’t necessarily been strung up 
indoors, so on the chance that she was actually outside, it may have 
been the sound of someone exiting a building. Judging from the 
stagnation of the air, the first possibility seemed most likely, but 
seeing as she was blindfolded, Iori couldn’t draw a conclusion with 
any confidence. 

The one who showed up was a man carrying a Japanese sword. 

He was wearing a baseball cap with a skull and crossbones on it, 
along with a pair of thick purple sunglasses. A baggy sweatshirt 
with a collar tall enough to cover up his mouth, and brown shorts 
that likewise looked about three sizes too big. Thick-soled, gaudily 
decorated basketball shoes on his feet—and to top it all off, various 
accessories adorning the rest of his body. Everything about the way 
he dressed himself clashed wildly with the traditional sword he held 
in his left hand. 

Not that Iori could see any of that, of course. 

Another creaking sound rang out. Apparently, he had closed the 
door. Next, Iori heard the sound of footsteps drawing near—and 
finally, they stopped somewhere close to her. 


“.,.Such a calm expression you’re wearing.” 


Iori recoiled at the chill in his voice. 


Showing no concern for her reaction, the man with the sword 
continued. 


“I see—so this is the Zerozaki Family. Truly sublime—however, 
there is nothing more repulsive than the bond of trust between 
fellow psycho killers. It really is—the worst.” 

eat 

In response to Iori’s confusion—the man with the sword 
introduced himself. 

“My name is Hawatari Sawarabi[1]—although my enemies refer 
to me as ‘the Haze of Purple Bloodstains.” 

“...-I see...” 

Judging by the man’s unsettling alias, Iori’s future prospects 
seemed bleak. 

“U-Umm, you see...” 

Iori’s confusion hadn’t abated in the slightest, but regardless, 
she opened her mouth to speak. Staying quiet was the worst thing 
she could do in this scenario. If she didn’t say anything, the other 
man would dominate the conversation. She had learned that the 
hard way with Soushiki Zerozaki and Naguma Sawarabi. 


“U-Um, first of all, would you be kind enough to let me down 
from here? As you can see, I am but a slender young girl. Very frail. 
I’m actually rather sickly, too, cough, cough.” 

The man went quiet. 

But that wasn’t going to be enough to stop her. You can do it, 
Tori! 

“Cough, cough... Gogh! Sunflowers!” 

She flashed him a smile reminiscent of a sunflower. 

No reaction. 


“You are the bait.” 


After a long silence—the man spoke as if nothing had just 
happened. 


“The bait to lure out the Twentieth Hell—and bait serves no 
purpose if it isn’t dangled.” 


“Come on... It’s not like you’re fishing for a black bass or 
anything...” 

“That aside, this is a rarity. A Zerozaki is a ‘Zerozaki’ by birth, 
yet is not a ‘Zerozaki’ from birth. I knew the fact itself—but I never 
imagined I would have the opportunity to witness the 
‘transformation’ with my own two eyes.” 


“Don’t talk about me like ’m some kind of endangered 
species...” Iori shook her head back and forth. “But more 
importantly, umm, Hawatari... san, Hawatari-san. Naguma—that 
Naguma Sawarabi person—am I correct in assuming he’s your little 
brother?” 


“Indeed. He is my little brother, incompetent as he may be,” 
Hawatari answered in a cold tone of voice. “He should be returning 
here shortly. Although I don’t intend to make light of my brother’s 
abilities, I doubt he would be able to secure a victory against the 
Twentieth Hell.” 
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“My brother—still has his shortcomings, it seems.” 


So—they really were brothers. Now that she was conscious of it, 
their voices sounded almost identical. However, they were polar 
opposites in attitude, and she couldn’t sense any of the qualities of 
the flippant and frivolous Naguma in this man. Although they had 
the same voice—the warmth in those voices differed greatly. 
Naguma’s tone hadn’t been so cold. 


Or, rather. 


Never before had Iori heard such a cold voice. It was a frigidity 
that would never be heard within “everyday life,” that could never 
be cultivated living an ordinary life, that was impossible to imitate 
even if you tried— 

The Haze of Purple Bloodstains. 

“ .. This ‘Twentieth Hell’ you mentioned, um, that’s him, 
Soushiki-san—isn’t it?” 

“Correct. Your ‘brother."”” 
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Apparently, everyone had reached the implicit understanding 
that Soushiki was Iori’s brother. The only one left who was too 
stubborn to accept it was Iori herself—well, no, at this point, even 
Iori had come halfway to accepting it. 

Halfway. 

At the very least, she was in the process of changing. 

Somehow, she was mutating. 

Something was mutating. 

Just yesterday, if she had been dangled from the ceiling like 
this, she almost certainly would have burst into an unabashed fit of 
tears. 

Just what—did that imply? 

She was no longer able to cry. 

Did that mean she had become stronger? 

Or did it mean she had become weaker? 

Halfway. 

In that case, once the “mutation” was fully complete... 

What was going to become of her? 

“For what reason—why are you going after Soushiki-san?” 

“You're in no position to be worried about others. We are not 
going after Soushiki Zerozaki; our target is the Zerozaki Family, the 
‘Zerozaki’ as a whole. You fall into that same category, as it were— 
don’t make the mistake of thinking those bindings will be undone 
while you still live.” 

“.,.A-Ahaha, you know, with the way you phrased that, I could 
take that to mean, ‘We’re totes gonna kill you someday, Iori- 
chan!’...” 

“T would be impressed by your language skills if you could find 
another way to interpret it.” In contrast to the stiff smile plastered 
on Iori’s face, Hawatari Sawarabi didn’t so much as smirk. “The 
Zerozaki Family is a small group, consisting of a mere 24 people in 
total—25, if we include you. To annihilate the clan in its entirety 
should not be overly difficult.” 
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A 24-person group of psycho killers sounded like a pretty big 
deal, but Hawatari Sawarabi, who had the nerve to declare he was 
going to annihilate them all, was clearly no less of an anomaly. 


“Disregarding a few unknown elements, perhaps the biggest 
powerhouse among the Zerozaki Family is Soushiki Zerozaki—the 
Twentieth Hell, Mind Render. In other words, if we are able to 
eliminate him, exterminating the rest of the family should not be an 
impossible task.” 


“W-Why would you do that...? This isn’t some kind of manga, 
all this talk of killing is just so...” 
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When asked why he would do that—Hawatari Sawarabi did not 
answer. It was different from his previous lapses of silence; it was a 
silence that gave off the sense of a willful refusal. 


But why? 

Was it, perhaps, not that he simply wouldn’t answer— 
But that he didn’t want to answer...? 

Either way—silence wasn’t good. 


“E-Er... Then, let’s change the subject. Voila! Umm, where are 
we right now?” 


“Did you really believe I would tell you that?” 


“B-But, you see. If no one knows where we are, Soushiki-san 
will have no way of rescuing me. Right?” While noting to herself 
that she had spoken as if Soushiki “rescuing” her was a given, lori 
pressed on. “So you see, you could at least give me a rough idea of 
our location...” 


“Your concern is unnecessary. Those of the Zerozaki Family 
have a way of ‘identifying’—no, I should say ‘resonating’ with one 
another. I don’t have to go out of my way to notify him of our 
general location. Left to his own devices, he will track us down of 
his own accord. Therefore... there is no need for you to know where 
we are.” 
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“The same could be said of nearly any Zerozaki, but Mind 
Render is a rather confident man. He is sure to come here by 
himself, without anyone else’s help—and that is precisely when 


‘Hell’ will meet the worst possible demise.” 


“’..Hey, aren’t you pretty confident yourself?” Iori said to 
Hawatari, voicing the “youuu (t)” with a deliberately provocative 
inflection. 


At any rate, things weren’t looking good. Hawatari was giving 
off the vibe that he was just about ready to end the conversation 
with Iori and leave the area. Tied up and strung off the ground as 
she was, conversing with him like this was all Iori could do... In 
that case, she had to extract as much information from Hawatari as 
she possibly could. First, she had to tear down Hawatari’s cool- 
headed sagacity, his calm and collected demeanor—the man’s 
stronghold of frigidity. Depending on the situation, that could be a 
dangerous course of action, but as far as danger went, it was 
questionable whether Iori had any options left that weren’t 
dangerous. 


“Who’s to say that your little brother, Naguma-san, hasn’t been 
done in as we speak? And there’s no guarantee that you'll win 
against Soushiki-san, either. Using me as a hostage might not be as 
effective as you think.” 
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Ooh. No response. 
Maybe it was working? 


Then she had to keep pushing. It was time to bring out the 
peace negotiations. 


“After all, isn’t Soushiki-san the ‘worst,’ as you’d put it? There’s 
no way anyone could win against the worst, nope, not happening. 
‘Cause the worst is, you know, the worst.” 
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“Well then. Why don’t you make things right with me and undo 
these bindings right now? If you do that, I’ll let everything slide. 
Don’t worry, I have a big heart. I am the female protagonist and 
all.” 
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According to Iori’s script, that was where he was supposed to 
come back with, “So you’re a heroine in both body and soul, huh?”, 
a sign that he had been cowed into submission, but it appeared her 
plan had failed miserably, as silence was Hawatari’s only reply. 


“ ,.Another unnecessary concern.” 
The sound of him turning on his heel. 
Ah—apparently, he was ready to take his leave. 


She wished he would at least lower her enough to let the tips of 
her toes touch the floor. 


“IT am well aware of what the terror of the Zerozaki entails. 
Therefore, I am not foolish enough to confront one without taking 
precautionary measures.” 


“’..Then, you’re saying you have a plan to oppose Soushiki- 
san?” 


“T have two, at the very least.” 
“.,.Am I one of them?” 


“No—,” answered Hawatari. “—You are nothing more than a 
sort of insurance. Nothing that could be considered a plan... 
Moreover, you aren’t a hostage to be used against Mind Render; you 
are a hostage to be used against the Zerozaki Family as a whole. 
Your job is to stay here and lure in the remaining Zerozaki 
indefinitely—the perfect role for one as powerless as yourself.” 


“ ..Wow, that’s the worst.” 


“’,.Don’t use the word ‘worst’ so casually. It makes me sick to 
my stomach. How irritating.” 


In response to Iori’s joking reply, Hawatari’s tone grew harsher. 
Evidently, he had some sort of hang-up about the word “worst.” 


“So, what are the two plans?” 
“As if I would tell you.” 


Hawatari gave that answer as if it were a matter of course (well, 
it pretty much was), followed by the creak of a door closing. 
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Iori had been left behind. 

Her wrists still hurt, and she still didn’t understand anything. 
Hardly an acceptable state of affairs for a heroine. 

“.,.T-The Hanged Man!” 

Of course, there was no response. 


Moreover, using the card’s drawing as a reference, she was in 
the reversed position. 


...Its meaning is “a meaningless sacrifice.” 
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Yumiya Sawarabi—archer. 

Naguma Sawarabi—naginata user. 

Hawatari Sawarabi—swordsman. 


Each Sawarabi was specialized only in his or her particular style 
of martial arts, with all the respective advantages and 
disadvantages that entailed, but for that very reason, once their 
three abilities were brought together, they became a nearly 
unstoppable force. Enough even to rival what served as the 
Sawarabi’s head house, the “Niounomiya” Sleight of Slaughter 
Company. 

To begin with, Hawatari, Naguma, and Yumiya had been 
designed as one unit in the form of the three people. As the oldest 
brother, Hawatari was generally the one to give the orders—but 
there was no established hierarchy among the three. Each 
respective member of the three would take their own respective 
course of action—and always obtained the best possible results. 
Indeed—if the three of them were together, even the Twentieth Hell 
would be nothing to fear. That was what Hawatari Sawarabi 
believed. There would be no need to go to such elaborate lengths, 
no need to adopt such an uncharacteristic strategy—even without 
any of that, they would be able to cut down Soushiki Zerozaki 
where he stood. 

However. 

One point of their triangle was missing now. 

They were no longer in perfect condition. 

Perhaps Naguma would deny it—but the members of the 
Zerozaki Family were too dangerous to take on in a one-on-one 
fight. That didn’t just apply to Soushiki Zerozaki as an individual; 
yes, it went even for the girl in the red knit cap—lIori Mutou, if he 
remembered correctly. That was the reason that the Zerozaki, 
despite otherwise playing second fiddle to the Niounomiya and the 
Yamiguchi, were the greatest object of fear and evasion among the 
Killing Names. 

As such. 


As such, it was necessary to have a plan— 
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After exiting the shed where the Zerozaki girl was imprisoned— 
Hawatari Sawarabi noticed it and stopped where he stood. 
Hawatari’s immediate instinct was to draw his sword—but he 
narrowly managed to stop himself and slide it back into its sheath. 


“|,.So—you came.” 
In a low, horribly cold tone, he questioned it. 


With a presence so indistinct it was hard to tell whether it was 
really there or not, it vaguely maintained a human silhouette in the 
dim light. Possessing an indeterminate quality that made it hard to 
tell how long it had been there—there it stood, scrutinizing 
Hawatari. He could only faintly make it out—but he could just 
barely tell it was wearing red clothing. Anything beyond that was 
like a void, impossible to pin down. 


The color red—completely shut out its existence. 
“To tell the truth, we hadn’t held very high expectations...” 


Hawatari strung his words together with the utmost 
nonchalance—but he didn’t relax his guard. He was poised to draw 
his sword at any moment, and he was radiating murderous intent 
with no attempt to hide it. That was not a calculated action so 
much as an emotional reaction—without doing so, it would be 
impossible for Hawatari to stand before it. 


Noting Hawatari’s stance, the red silhouette gave a light laugh 
of, “Ha!” and a shrug of the shoulders. As if to call it insignificant, 
as if to say it was nothing that merited concern, the figure didn’t so 
much as flinch in the face of Hawatari’s bloodlust. 


“There’s this one ‘debt’ I owe the Zerozaki Family, you see—and 
besides, the way things stand now, the scales are overwhelmingly 
‘unbalanced.’ Doesn’t make for a very interesting story,” said the 
silhouette, almost like a taunt—or rather, simply in a tone dripping 
with sarcasm. “Someone has to even things out. ‘Help the weak and 
crush the strong’—that’s my creed. Now that you Sawarabi boys 
have lost your younger sister, it’d be a tall order to take on Mind 
Render by yourselves.” 


“So you’ll—step up to assist us?” 
“Of course—so long as I get what I’m owed, ‘take on any task, 
regardless of the difficulty’ is my other creed. Unlike you boys, ’'m 


traditionally apolitical. Revenge and the like mean nothing to me... 
As long as I’m having fun, I don’t care about anything else—as long 
I’m having fun. The more fun I have, the less I care about the rest.” 


“.,.Very well, then. There is no alternative.” 


The moment Hawatari nodded, the red silhouette flashed a 
cynical grin and abruptly disappeared. Not the slightest trace or 
sound had been left behind. It was easy to doubt whether anyone 
had truly been there to begin with. In a way, it felt as though he 
had just fallen victim to some sort of illusion. 


He relaxed his stance and took a deep breath. 


“Indeed. That woman may make for a repulsive enemy—but she 
is no less terrifying to have as an ally... Still, true enough,” 
Hawatari muttered to himself apathetically, “a superlative is 
necessary to combat a superlative. The one to take down the ‘worst’ 
should be none other than the ‘strongest.”” 


(Hirofumi Mutou—Passed) 
(Miharu Mutou—Passed) 
(Hatsubame Mutou—Passed) 
(Kengo Mutou—Passed) 
(Chapter Five—The End) 


[1] The first character in Hawatari’s given name is the kanji for 
“sword.” 


Chapter 6: Killer Crimson (1) 


Red. 


Of the many colors in existence, red is the one that captures the 
greatest amount of human attention. For instance, the red cloth a 
matador waves in the bullring is designed not with the bull in mind, 
but with the intent of exciting the audience. Examples such as the 
red signal of a traffic light are so self-evident there is likely no need 


to list them. 
Red. 


The color generally symbolizes “passion,” “victory,” 
“dominance,” “blessing,” “love,” “fervor’—and above all else. 


“Strength.” 
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“,.Feels like I just rinsed out my mouth with eyewash.” 


As he inspected a decapitated corpse, a boy with a tattoo 
covering the right half of his face made an expression that looked as 
baffled as his words suggested. 


He stood in the deserted area beneath a certain bridge. 


In addition to the uniformed body the tattooed boy was 
currently examining, six more corpses of all ages and genders lay 
sprawled in close quarters. Just like the first body, their heads had 
been cut off, but only next to the corpse of the boy in a school 
uniform did there lay a head that looked as though it had once 
belonged to the body. 


“A school uniform, huh... That takes me back. Though judging 
by the look of him, he’s a high schooler, not a middle schooler... 
Yeah, looks like he hasn’t got a nameplate.” [1] Crouching down 
next to the corpse, the tattooed boy began a more thorough 
inspection. “This took an absurdly skillful hand—it’s definitely the 
work of my bro... But what’s with the six missing heads?” 


The tattooed boy tilted his head to the side in puzzlement. 


“So, basically... I guess this means Bro took the ‘six heads’ and 
moved them ‘somewhere else’... But assuming that is true, where is 
‘somewhere’? And there’s also the question of ‘why’ he’d even do 
that... He ain’t Mr. Girlish Predilections, so I can’t imagine him 
doing that without a reason... Mm?” 


As if he had just noticed something, the tattooed boy took the 
head in one hand and fit the cross-section of the neck together with 
the open cut on the remainder of the body. Naturally, being two 
cleanly separated parts of one whole, they fit together perfectly, 
without the slightest gap left between them—or at least, they 
should have. 


There was one area where the two parts didn’t line up. 


A section near the windpipe was missing, as if it had been 
gouged out. 


“... This wound was made by a Western knife. Not Bro’s style at 
all... So does that mean what I think it means? There was a ‘third 
party’ on the scene, someone besides Bro and these other guys?” 


While mumbling that under his breath, the tattooed boy 
searched the area and eventually found a butterfly knife, which he 
presumed to be the murder weapon. Seeing as the blade was 
missing, it was no longer fit for use. 


“Anyone who could deliver a fatal blow with a cheap knife like 
this is more than just your average murderer. Still, looks kinda like 
an amateur’s work... Now there’s a contradiction. It’s almost like 
the person was some kind of ‘psycho killer novice’... Hmm—if that 
Defective Product were here, I wonder what kind of ‘solution’ he’d 
arrive at...” 


The boy crouched down once more to examine the corpse. 


“This stab wound must’ve been dealt before Bro cut off the 
head... In fact, it looks almost like he intentionally aimed for that 
spot when he beheaded the guy, like the goal was to hide—to 
‘erase’ the first wound. So, basically... Uhh, first, the ‘third party’ 
tried to kill this dude in the school uniform—and then Bro showed 
up to help? Hmm—he lent them a hand, huh? If it was someone 
that perverted bastard would help out, it’s gotta be...” 


The boy muttered his speculation to himself. 


Meanwhile, behind him, a shadow crept closer. He was a well- 
built man, so much that the outline of his muscles was visible 
through his clothes, and he was gripping something like a crowbar 
with both hands. His eyes were vacant, and his expression was 
difficult to read. When he was just a step away from the back of the 
boy, who didn’t seem to have noticed his approach in the slightest, 
he stopped where he stood and opened his mouth to yell: 


“You’re a member of the Zerozaki Family—egrrrk!” 
...And he would never close it again. 
The boy turned around with a, “Hm?” 


There stood a giant figure, missing the top half of his head and 
spraying fresh red blood like a fountain. 


“...Tch. Whoops, guess I killed him.” 


And then, the boy nonchalantly rose to his feet. 


“Anyway—one thing’s for sure, there’s some kind of riot 
happening right now. I haven’t really got the time for this, but... oh 
well.” 


Despite his complaining, the tattooed boy wore a callous smile 
on his face as he turned his back on the seven—as of just a moment 
ago, eight—corpses and left the area. 


¢ ¢ 


About ten kilometers away from the apartment complex where 
Iori Mutou had lived with her family—there was a woodland. Not 
quite as large in scale as the term “woodland” would imply; too 
sparse to be described as a “forest”; too thick to be called a “grove”; 
the mountain to its back overemphasizing its size, when in reality it 
wasn’t all that impressive; in which a child might be in danger of 
getting lost, but in which an adult would never go astray—it was a 
wood that would amount to little more than that under normal 
circumstances. 


Under normal circumstances. 
Under normal circumstances—that is all it would amount to. 


The locals treated it like a nature park, and it was a place where 
residents could go to relax—nominally, that is, but in reality, there 
were close to zero people who ever stepped foot inside the woods. 
There were close to zero—and yet it was still regarded as a 
“relaxation spot.” It was perceived that way. Before anyone knew it, 
they had come to perceive it that way. Everyone was perfectly 
aware of its existence, but for some reason, it was always relegated 
to the fringes of their consciousness—it sunk into the depths of their 
subconscious. It was that sort of space. 


It was that sort of visible yet invisible space. 

“Heheh. I see, so it’s a ‘barrier.’” 

At the entrance to those woodlands, Soushiki Zerozaki twirled a 
giant pair of scissors with a faint grin. 

“What’s more, it doesn’t seem to be a fresh new barrier that was 
prepared just yesterday. Heheheh, it looks like I came to the right 
place. I was worried that combing the area would be a daunting 
amount of work, but it looks like the enemy has no intention of 
hiding or camouflaging themselves.” 


Twelve hours had passed since then. 


The sun had risen long ago, pouring bright rays of light from a 
cloudless sky. The weather was far too pleasant to suit the literal 
bloodbath that was about to unfold. 


Twelve hours. 


Finding the place had taken him longer than he’d hoped, but it 
hadn’t taken as long as he’d expected. Just as it takes a thief to 
catch a thief, Soushiki’s special brand of intuition, best 
characterized as pack instincts, could pin down Iori’s approximate 
location—but that was, of course, not the only reason he had found 
her at such an early stage. During those twelve hours, he had 
gathered information from all sorts of sources, made three 
“miscues” before reaching the woods, and encountered a great deal 
of obstruction from Marionettes along the way. As such, nothing 
diminished the impression that he had gone through great pains to 
get there—but all the same, if the Sawarabi had truly been trying to 
hide, if they truly hadn’t wanted Soushiki to find them—he 
wouldn’t have stumbled upon them so easily. 


In other words, this wasn’t their base of operations. 
It was the battlefield they had chosen. 


“T see the Niounomiya faction still has the same old fondness for 
old-fashioned methods—though that does make them quite a bit 
more likable than the Yamiguchi.” 


Well then. 


For the time being, how was he to deal with the barrier? 
Soushiki spent a full 3 minutes and 12 seconds considering what 
countermeasures he should take, but ultimately, the conclusion he 
came to was, “If it’s such a low-level barrier that I can identify it 
from the outside, I probably don’t have to worry about it.” In the 
first place, as a pure, unadulterated psycho killer, Soushiki Zerozaki 
had very little knowledge of the workings behind such charms, and 
so it was likely inevitable that he would reach that conclusion, but 
purely hypothetically, if Soushiki were just a bit more prudent, he 
surely wouldn’t have stepped through the barrier so unprepared. 


Ultimately. 


That which made him such an eccentric among the Zerozaki 
Family would drive him into an even deeper predicament. 


“Well then, off I go.” 


The moment he took his first step into the woods, on what could 
just barely be identified as the trail, the visibility took a turn for the 
worse. The overgrowth of trees seemed to block the light from the 
sun. It was almost like he’d walked into an ancient climax forest, 
but realistically, there was no way some mundane forest park would 
be so abundant with trees. Just as he’d thought, this wasn’t just any 
forest park—in that case, he would do best to assume there was 
some sort of trap set for him. A “trap.” Setting a snare and lying in 
wait seemed less like the style of the Sleight of Slaughter Company, 
the Niounomiya Troupe, and more like the tactics their very 
antithesis would use—but given that the Sawarabi had already 
discarded their principles to employ the help of Marionettes, it 
warranted at least the minimum amount of caution. 


“...But would they really go to such elaborate lengths over the 
death of their sister? I have my doubts.” As he brushed tree 
branches out of his way, as he chose which path to take, Soushiki 
walked. He had no clear destination; he just followed his vague 
sense of intuition. The woods were bound to have several small 
cabins serving as rest areas, so logically speaking, he ought to have 
gone looking for one of those first, but there was no telling if Iori 
was actually being held in one of them. In Soushiki’s opinion, then, 
it was best not to establish any mistaken criteria. Rather than an 
opinion, perhaps it was better described as a piece of wisdom 
gained from past experiences. “Who knows about Naguma-kun—but 
I heard that his brother, Hawatari Sawarabi, isn’t so sentimental a 
person.” 

That knowledge had come from the information gathering he 
had conducted over the past twelve hours. 

The swordsman... 

The Haze of Purple Bloodstains, Hawatari Sawarabi. 

Out of the three siblings, only he had held a “post” and carried 
out “missions” even prior to the family’s generational turnover. The 
Sawarabi were known as one existence in the form of three people 
—but as an individual existence, the eldest brother demonstrably 
towered above the others. It would be no mistake to consider 
Hawatari the effective commander of the Sawarabi’s current lineup. 


Nevertheless, ordering harm on the Zerozaki Family certainly 


didn’t seem like a reasonable call to make as an organization leader. 
Even if they stood a chance at winning the fight, the sacrifices they 
would have to make along the way were far too great—and there 
was no reason to go out of their way to destroy the balance between 
the seven Killing Names. 


Not for the sake of one measly sister. 


“..Mm. But perhaps it’s unfair of me to spin a narrative where 
‘familial love’ is a privilege reserved for the Zerozaki—but then 
again, the majority of narratives are filled with unfair plot 
conveniences.” 


As he walked and deliberated, little by little, step by step, the 
path began to transform into something less and less defined. It no 
longer even qualified as an animal trail. However, that did not 
strike Soushiki as a result of natural growth; rather, it had the whiff 
of something artificial and contrived. 


“T see, I see. Heheh, this truly is the perfect battlefield for a fight 
among brutes. Not the easiest place for Naguma-kun to wield his 
naginata, however.” 


Far from it. The environment would make even swinging a 
sword difficult. If anything, the density of the forest gave the 
advantage to Soushiki’s Mind Render. It could almost be considered 
his own personal stage. Knock-down drag-out matches in close 
quarters were where Soushiki shined brightest. The Sawarabi 
should have known at least that much, so why would they pick a 
place like this as a battlefield? Assuming they weren’t stupid, they 
must have prepared some kind of “trap”—or a “strategy” of which 
they were rather confident. 


“A ‘strategy,’ hm... If it’s anything reminiscent of a certain 
lovely ‘strategist’ I once knew, I could live with defeat...” 


“Talents and disposition? What utter nonsense. 

“Possibilities and hope? What a pathetic pipe dream. 

“To rely on any of that is proof that you’re third-rate.” 

If his memory served him correctly, that was what she had said. 
Back then. 


Two years ago—when, for the first time in history, although it 
was purely incidental, the Niounomiya Troupe and the Zerozaki 
Family had formed a united front—a girl who had sided with the 


enemy forces, one with oddly beautiful hair, had spoken those 
words to Soushiki Zerozaki. 

She had claimed that talents and dispositions were meaningless. 

She was a strange girl, he reflected. 

It was a memory that had proven difficult to forget. 

It wasn’t a particularly pleasant memory, either. 

But all the same, whenever Soushiki thought of that girl—for 
some reason, he would unconsciously break into a smile. 

She was probably around the same age as Iori—and yet, he 
couldn’t envision the two on the same playing field. No, in all his 
years of experience, he’d never met another person who could stand 
in the same arena as her. 

In reality, that girl hadn’t done anything at all. Back then, the 
ones who had run helter-skelter were the six people that made up 
the Niounomiya Troupe’s “Fragment,” “Mind Render” and 
“Seamless Bias” of the Zerozaki Family, and a handful of small fry 
hardly worth mentioning—and meanwhile, that girl hadn’t done a 
single thing. Everyone else had been thoroughly led around by the 
nose. No—with the way things unfolded, it was more like they had 
been moved around like pieces on a board. Before anyone knew 
who had won or lost, before anyone could even figure out what was 
going on, the ordeal had come to an end still cloaked in confusion 
and chaos, everything shut away in obscurity. In the end, the only 
one to catch sight of the girl who had been standing in shadows of 
it all was Soushiki Zerozaki. 

And even then—he hadn’t been able to do anything. 

He had been thoroughly, utterly moved around like a piece. 

He had been unable to stand on the same stage as her. 

What she had said back then. 

It had been a rejection of Soushiki’s entire philosophy. 

“You are... completely mistaken. 

“Talents and disposition? What utter nonsense. 

“Possibilities and hope? What a pathetic pipe dream. 

“To rely on any of that is proof that you’re third-rate. 

“You're laughable—every single one of you. 


“...It’s maddening. 

“It’s so mottled. 

“Enough that I want to break it all down and rebuild it. 
“That is how very mistaken you are. 

“Understand the error of your ways.” 


Although he had no plans to acknowledge those words of 
rejection, she was no enemy of the Zerozaki Family. He understood 
that much. 


She was no one’s enemy. 


She didn’t see anyone else as an enemy—and she didn’t see 
anything as an obstacle. 


She was standing on a different stage. 

Most likely—that girl had nothing. 

The girl who had done nothing had nothing. 

Neither talent—nor disposition. 

Neither possibilities—nor hope. 

Nothing to believe in, nothing to rely on. 

Not a single possession of her own. 

It was possible she didn’t even have a self. 

“Oh, I see now... In that case.” 

Only now, he finally realized. 

There was one other. 

One other person who could stand on equal footing with her. 
One other person who existed on the same playing field. 
Just one—and someone very close to him. 

Someone who was very close to him—yet he couldn’t pin down. 
Strangely elusive and difficult to understand. 

“Hitoshiki, hm...?” 


The reason for his brother’s vagrancy—the person he was 
“looking for’—might have been that girl with the beautiful hair all 
along; Soushiki was struck by that sentimental thought. In that case, 
would the two ever cross paths? And if they did meet... 


What sort of conversation would they have? 


For more than just curiosity’s sake—he wanted to know. 

“..Heheheh.” 

I hope they do meet, he thought. 

“...Hm?” 

And then. 

After walking through the woods for about thirty minutes, 
Soushiki spotted a strange object. Along his path stood an 


incredibly thick, old-looking tree—and there, nailed to its trunk, a 
single piece of red cloth fluttered in the wind. 


He steeled himself, wondering if it was some sort of trap, but 
there was no way a plain old piece of fabric could have any sort of 
trap or strategy to it. It wasn’t as if the other side of the cloth led to 
another dimension. Just in case, he watched for any signs of life in 
his surroundings, but he sensed nothing beyond the wriggling 
respiration of insects and other lower life forms. At the very least, 
“right now,” “right there,” there didn’t seem to be any trickery at 
play. 

“Heheh... I wonder what this is all about.” 

He moved closer and took the cloth in his hand. But nothing 
happened; it was an impeccably commonplace, ordinary piece of 
cotton cloth. He couldn’t find a single unusual thing about it. 

“Mm...? I don’t get it. What is this? Or is it supposed to be some 
kind of metaphor?” 

A red cloth. 

Red. 

The color red. 

And this particular shade of red... 

“Hmm... It’s ‘Killer Crimson,’ I suppose...” 

Right then—he felt a pat. 

Someone had tapped him on the shoulder from behind. 

Casually, as if it were no big deal, someone had tapped his 
shoulder. 

“ ..Huh?” 

He had checked. He had checked to make sure there was no one 
around. 


And yet—why? 

Who could have tapped Soushiki on the shoulder? 

Assuming it wasn’t just the wind—there was nothing that could 
have done that. 

Soushiki immediately looked back over his shoulder— 
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Pride. 


Although he had never expressed it aloud, subconsciously, 
unconsciously, there was something he took great pride in. No 
matter who the opponent, no matter how uncompromising the 
circumstances, he had never run away in the face of an enemy. 
Whether it was a Niounomiya, a Yamiguchi, a Susukino, a 
Hakamori, a Tenbuki, or an Ishinagi, or even that girl with the 
beautiful hair, he had never run. He had lost countless times, but 
they had all been “honorable defeats” or “meaningful losses,” and 
never once had he accepted defeat from the bottom of his heart. 
Never once had he felt true despair. While he had experience with 
strategic retreats, in the true sense of the word, he had never once 
“fled” from an enemy out of fear—and he took “pride” in that 
“strength” of his. 


Pride. 

And in that moment, Soushiki Zerozaki... 

Abandoned that pride of his. 

“w- 
Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 

After shamelessly screaming at the top of his lungs, he ran. 

He ran, 

and ran, 

and ran, 

and ran, 

and ran, 


and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 


ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and ran and 
ran, 


fleeing like a madman. 
He paid no attention to the trail. 


He neglected to clear away the branches in his path, paid no 
heed to the stinging pain as they slapped across his body, and 
without any concern for his direction or bearings, focused only on 
pure velocity as he sprinted. 


“Ah, ah, ahhhh, ahhhh, hrk...” 

His tongue was tied, no longer able to form words. 

He didn’t care. 

He was choking, barely able to breathe. 

So what? 

The trees were blocking his way and his hair was a mess. 
It didn’t matter. 

At some point, he had lost his glasses. 

Who cares? He only wore them as an accessory. 

For now. 

For now. For now. 

For now. For now. For now. 

For now, for the moment, for the time being, he just had to run 


“Guh, wah!” 


He stumbled over a tree root that crept from the ground and lost 
his balance. But Soushiki Zerozaki hadn’t lost his touch; instead of 
clumsily falling to the ground face first, he did a somersault in the 
air and managed to land on his rear end. Still, there was not a trace 
of composure in his expression. Judging from the way he shivered, 
it was doubtful that he was keeping hold of his sanity. Without 


moving out of his position, he dragged himself over to the shadow 
of a nearby tree, where he placed his back to it as if it to hide 
himself. 

“W-Wh—” 

He reached a hand into his suit. To the side opposite of where 
Mind Render was stored. What he took out was a cigarette box and 
a lighter. He picked out one cigarette with a trembling hand and 
put it in his mouth. 


“|..Why, why, why?” 
Click. Click. Click. 
He flicked the lighter. 


But perhaps because of the way his hand was shaking, he 
couldn’t get a flame. 


“|..Why, why, why?” 
Click. Click. Click. 

The fire wouldn’t light. 
The fire wouldn’t light. 
The fire wouldn’t light. 


“|..Why won’t it light?! Isn’t a lighter supposed to be a tool for 
lighting, huwuuwuuh?!” 


He raised his voice in a violent yell. 

His ability to reason was gone, and his emotions were a mess. 

Yet still, he flicked his lighter. 

Click—and then. 

The fire finally lit. 

A red, red flame burned brightly before him. 

And then— 

And then, on the other side of that red... 

“Hey. You dropped your glasses.” 

Something even redder—the crimson of death came into view. 
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There came the creak of a door opening. 

Next—the soft sound of footsteps. 


He’s here, thought Iori, steeling herself. 


Three times now, the man called Hawatari had come to where 
Iori was being held (inside? outside?), asked two or three questions, 
and then left. Iori’s best guess was that Hawatari suspected she 
might be up to something. Of course, Iori didn’t have the brains to 
come up with a plan that could get her out of there, but he was free 
to be as wary as he liked. In fact, Iori had seen those visits as an 
opportunity for peace negotiations and made an active effort to talk 
profusely, but her conversation partner had ignored the majority of 
what she said. Iori was forced to conclude that Hawatari suffered 
from a serious lack of communication skills. Still, she couldn’t 
afford to take it easy much longer. She wasn’t sure how much time 
had passed, but she’d lost feeling in her arms to the point that she 
worried about the possibility of necrosis, and as a more immediate 
and pressing concern, she was hungry and thirsty, she wanted to 
take a bath, and she had to go to the bathroom. In other words, her 
girl problems were rearing their heads one after another. There was 
no way such inhumane treatment of a prisoner could be permitted 
under the Antarctic Treaty. 


The footsteps stopped. 

Alright, lori resolved. 

She was going to give him what for. 
“You—” 


Whoosh—came a sound like a gust of wind, and then suddenly— 
before she had time to process anything—before she had time to 
feel anything—lori was brought down by gravity’s pull. 

To put it more simply, she fell. 

“E-Eep?!” 

She did take the time to let out a scream, and thus Iori collapsed 
legs first in a pathetic heap, hitting her whole body against the 
ground. She hadn’t been strung especially high off the floor, so the 
impact itself wasn’t that strong. But she was blindfolded, so the fear 
she felt was three times as intense. 

“W-Wah-wah-wah...” 


She hurriedly placed both hands on the ground. Apparently, the 
rope or cord she had been hanging from had been cut—and it 
seemed the elastic string binding her hands together had been 


undone at the same time, as she was able to extend both hands in 
either direction. As confused as she was, Iori groped around the 
floor, reflexively grabbed hold of “something” there, and then, with 
her other hand, adjusted her knit cap out of its place as a blindfold 
and back into its regular position. Now that put her mind at ease. 
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From the looks of things—she was inside a very basic prefab 
hut. It was so dim that Iori’s eyes easily adjusted to the light, even 
after all that time she’d spent blindfolded, and what’s more, it was 
incredibly dreary, a cramped room furnished with little more than a 
chair. While there was something that resembled a window, wooden 
boards had been nailed over it, completing the feel of a secret room. 
Goodness, no wonder it had been so swelteringly hot. Glancing 
upwards, there were several sturdy-looking beams running across 
the ceiling, so it appeared she had been hanging from one of those. 


“...Just as I thought.” 
A sudden remark. 
Surprised, Iori looked over to where it had come from— 


And there stood Naguma Sawarabi. 


Dressed in anachronistic clothing, holding a giant naginata by 
his side—the younger brother of Hawatari Sawarabi. With a 
strangely cold gaze, he stared at Iori as though he were looking 
down on her. No, rather than a cold gaze—yes, it was the same as 
earlier. 


A look of pity. 
“’,.A-Ah, youre...” 
Iori scrambled backwards. 


She realized that the bindings on her ankles had been undone as 
well. Was it safe to assume that Naguma had cut them apart with 
his naginata? What happened to that Hawatari guy? No, more 
importantly, if Naguma was here, then what about Soushiki? What 
had become of that—that perverted wireframe model of a man? 


“If you’re worried about Mr. Mind Render, he’s fine.” 
As he said that, Naguma tugged at his tunic, exposing his bare 


chest. There, he bore a deep, deep wound, grotesque enough to 
send shivers down the spine. The flow of blood had already 
stopped, but there was no room to reassure him that it would heal 
without a scar, not even as consolation or a polite gesture. Only 
made worse by Naguma’s haphazard attempts to clean it up, it was 
a wound so hideous it was hard not to avert the eyes. 


“ ..Then again, I can’t guarantee that he’s still doing fine ‘at this 
point in time.’ He’s in the midst of fighting a real monster, you see.” 


Naguma spoke in a frosty tone. 

Or perhaps not frosty, but simply cold. 

His voice was just as cold as his brother’s—Hawatari’s. 
Cold and quiet. 


“U-Ummm.” lori unsteadily rose to her feet. She had been strung 
up for so long that it was hard to move her body. “N-Naguma-san 


”? 


“Don’t you think it’s strange to address an enemy with ‘san’?” 
Naguma forced a wry smile. “All the more when the one standing 
before you is the very man who murdered your family.” 


With scrutiny. 

With suspicion. 

Naguma focused a sharp gaze on Iori. 
Frosty eyes. 

Cold eyes. 

“’,.I see. So you're like that, too.” 


As he watched Iori struggle with how to react, Naguma nodded 
as though something had become clear to him. And yet, absolutely 
nothing was clear to Iori. 

“U-Um, why did you undo these—” 


When she attempted to point out the elastic string around her 
wrists, Iori’s bewilderment only grew. Only now did she realize that 
she was holding a dangerous, unsheathed blade in her right hand. It 
was the type of Japanese-style short sword classified as a dagger. 

Why? 

Why was something like that in her hand? 


“Tt was an experiment. Just a silly experiment,” Naguma spoke 
in an apathetic tone. “And the results weren’t particularly 
satisfactory. Before you even removed your blindfold, before you 
even understood what was happening, you went for the blade that 
was lying nearby. How can one describe that but as pure instinct?” 
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If she met with someone, she’d only be able to think about 
killing them. 


Considering how to kill someone took priority over considering 
her own safety. 


No. 
She wasn’t even thinking about “killing someone.” 
She wasn’t even considering “how to kill someone.” 


“You are—lori ‘Zerozaki’-san. Even if you kill someone, you will 
no longer feel ‘guilt’ or ‘liability.’ Even if the man who killed your 
family stands right before you—you will not feel the ‘urge to kill.’ 
Why? Because the ‘urge to kill’ is your constant companion.” 

“N-No, no!” Iori reflexively raised her voice and denied 
Naguma’s words. “C-Come on, you all need to stop deciding things 
about me! Listen to what I have to say! I’m not like that! I’m just an 
ordinary, everyday girl!” 

She wasn’t like that. Although she asserted that... 

She couldn’t let go of the dagger in her hand. 

On the contrary. 

Before she knew it, she was pointing it at Naguma. 

What kind of ordinary girl was that? 

As he watched Iori’s reaction, Naguma let out a sigh. 

There was not a trace of the flippant demeanor she had seen 
during their encounter at the apartment—he was as cold as his 
brother Hawatari—but there was a chance that this melancholy 
attitude of his was the man with all pretensions dropped, the true 
face of Naguma Sawarabi. 

“Say... How does it feel? To one day suddenly find yourself a 
‘psycho killer,’ whether you like it or not?” 


“’,.U-uugh...” 


“T wouldn’t quite compare it to Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, but 
still... To wake up one morning and find yourself a ‘psycho killer’ 
would be no less of a shock than ‘waking up one morning only to 
find that it’s nighttime’—though I can’t personally discern whether 
it should be considered a ‘talent’ or a ‘disposition.’” 


“T-That’s not—” 


“No matter the field, natural-born geniuses will always exist, 
irrevocably and ubiquitously—whether they like it or not.” 
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“People can’t choose their talents. I doubt Murasaki Shikibu 
herself really wanted to write The Tale of Genji. If her name is one 
that can only be spoken alongside The Tale of Genji, it’s as though 
her life—her very existence—amounted to no more than an 
automatic writing apparatus, isn’t it?” 

“A-An apparatus—” 


“If not an apparatus, then let’s call it her role on the stage 
known as history. But when it comes to those of us with an 
abominable role thrust upon us, wouldn’t we be better off not 
having an identity at all? Wouldn’t we be far better off blending in 
with those purposeless, unprincipled, mindless ‘ordinary’ masses, 
carelessly living life as part of the backdrop?” 
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What’s with this guy? Iori asked herself, taken aback. 

What was he thinking, posing a question like that to her? She 
couldn’t understand the reason why he would ask her that—why he 
would talk to her about that. Had something happened while he 
was fighting Soushiki? In that case—what in the world was he 
trying to get Iori to say? 

“Jori-san. Do you know the difference between a ‘murderer,’ a 
‘psycho killer,’ and a ‘hitman’?” 

“H-Huh...? IL-1...” 

“Of course you don’t. I don’t know, either. But I believe it’s 
nothing more significant than the distinction between ‘adviser’ and 
‘advisor,’ between ‘analog’ and ‘analogue,’ between ‘gray’ and 
“grey.” 

“O-Or like the difference between ‘like’ and ‘love.”” 


Although she still didn’t understand what he was getting at, Iori 
attempted to go with the flow of the conversation, only to be shut 
down with, “Those two are as different as Ryoma Echizen and 
Combat Echizen.” [2] 


“At any rate—when you boil them down to their most basic 
meanings, there is no disparity between a ‘murderer,’ a ‘psycho 
killer,’ and a ‘hitman’—that’s what I think. They all kill people, just 
the same as the others. ...But, according to Mr. Mind Render, there 
is one clear difference between them. ...You see, Iori ‘Zerozaki’- 
san...” 


Naguma spun his naginata around with a whoosh. 


“T was made ‘like this.’ For as long as I can remember, I have 
been built so I would turn out ‘like this.’ Most likely—that was 
something decided before I was even born into this world. I never 
had any choice or any say in the matter—I have lived only for the 
sake of becoming ‘like this.’ Not just me, but my brother and 
Yumiya-san, too.” There, Naguma gave a small chuckle and smiled. 
“We may call ourselves the Three Sawarabi Siblings, but there used 
to be more of us, you know. Candidates—if you count all the 
‘candidates,’ there were quite a few. But in the end—the only ones 
to successfully turn out ‘like this’ were us three.” 
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“But... he said the Zerozaki come into the world ‘like that’ to 
begin with. To borrow my brother’s words, ‘they are Zerozaki by 
birth, yet not Zerozaki from birth.’ There’s still no choice or say in 
the matter, but to be made ‘a certain way’ and to be ‘a certain way’ 
from the start are entirely different. I can place the blame on my 
destiny—but you Zerozaki have no one you can blame. Even the 
Ishinagi ‘reapers’ can hold God accountable for their actions—but 
you Zerozaki aren’t even accountable for yourselves. After all, it 
isn’t even something you were ‘born as,’ and it isn’t even something 
you were ‘born with.” 
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“A psycho killer—’homicidal monster’ is another way of 
expressing it. That term describes you people perfectly.” 

Without incentive, without intention, without basis, without 
benefit, without design, without deliberation, without pretext, 
without pretensions, without ties, without thoughts, without 


liquidation, without legitimacy, without insanity, without interest, 
without claim, without comprehension, without heroism, without 
hesitation, without achievement, without assurance, without rage, 
without ruse, without dignity, without deficit, without adulation, 
without adversity, without illusion, without ignorance, without 
dearth, without deduction, without anguish, without adaptability, 
without point, without promise, without veracity, without victory, 
without fixation, without finality, without principle, without panic, 
without encumbrance, without elegance, without farewell, without 
fussiness, without dominance, without deterioration, without 
restraint, without reasoning, without hard work, without high- 
mindedness, without consequence, without cornerstone, without 
evanescence, without enigma, without sanctimony, without spite, 
without inclinations, without idolization, without cunning, without 
compromise, without struggle, without shame, without sincerity, 
without silence, without captivation, without contradiction, without 
extremity, without error, without prejudice, without peculiarity, 
without solace, without sadness, without emotion, without 
equivocation, without consultation, without clamor, without cheers, 
without conflict, without concept, without contemplation, without 
rigor, without retreat, without calculation, without contract, 
without regret, without reverie, without clemency, without 
childishness, without data, without difficulty, without loneliness, 
without liability, without libel, without lethargy, without facade, 
without a fight, without completion, without a care, without 
dexterity, without deceit, without request, without plea, without 
procedure, without preference, without precedent, without 
examination, without enmity, without subject, without substitute, 
without cordiality, without confusion, without taboo, without 
tension, without malaise, without mandate, without presence, 
without posturing, without temporizing, without temperance, 
without amplifying, without anxiety, without explanation, without 
evasion, without strategy, without stipulations, without disrespect, 
without discretion, without arrogance, without abnegation, without 
defense, without disremembering, without facsimile, without 
fulfillment, without merriment, without misconception, without 
inertia, without infection, without admonishment, without 
abasement, without peril, without perspective, without feeling, 
without fury, without persuasion, without prestige, without frame 
of mind, without fear, without manipulation, without machination, 


without penchant, without philosophy. 

With only a simplistic yet extravagant murderous impulse. 

They kill people. 

Psycho killers. 

The Zerozaki Family. 

Related not by blood, but by bloodshed. 

“...Yow’re wrong.” 

Iori gently shook her head. 

Quietly, this time. 

She denied Naguma’s words. 

Quietly. 

She killed a classmate, yet she felt no guilt. Her family had been 
murdered, yet she barely felt sadness. The man who had slain her 


family was standing right before her, yet no rage welled up within 
her. 


That wasn’t because her meeting with Soushiki had driven her 
crazy. And it wasn’t because killing someone for the first time—or 
nearly killing someone for the first time—had stirred or awakened 
her “talent” or “disposition” or what have you. 


She hadn’t gone crazy. She already was crazy. 

The reason she went crazy was because she was crazy. 
Those crazy aspects had only come to the surface. 

For a long time now—for who-knows-how-long— 

Iori had been “like that.” 

From start to finish, through and through... 

Iori had been the protagonist of her own life. 

Never able to reach any destination. 

An image of being chased. 

A picture of running away. 

A marathon without a goal. 

Iori—Iori Mutou had always run away. 

And now she was paying the price for running all that time. 
It wasn’t that “something” had suddenly changed the other day 


when she struck back at Yasumichi after his attack. From beginning 
to end, Iori was consistent. She didn’t just become “like that” out of 
nowhere. She had postponed and postponed her payment, putting it 
off until the interest she owed reached its limit, just like a debt. 


Or maybe—it was that she was scared. 

What is the person known as Iori Mutou really “like”? 
She was scared to learn that. 

And so—she never took anything seriously. 

She never faced anything head on. 

She lived like she was running away. 


When she heard her family had been killed and thrust the tip of 
her fork at Naguma, was it really “rage” she had been feeling? 
Given that she never checked to see if her family was still alive— 
and that she was now having a normal conversation with the man 
who ought to have been the target of her vengeance, was she really 
someone capable of feeling such a righteous emotion? 


Had that simply been a manifestation of her “murderous 
impulses”? 

Murderous impulses. 

A disposition detached from both emotion and reason. 


The result of someone messing up at some point—and making a 
mistake somewhere along the way. 


Indeed—in that case, it really was quite the tragedy. 

The “wrong kind of aptitude.” 

What Naguma said rang true—so true that it would be no 
mistake to consider that answer almost entirely correct. 

But—all the same. 

“_,.It’s not like that.” 


She had loved her dad and her mom and her sister and her 
brother—and she never wanted to kill anyone. No matter what 
anyone else said—no matter what Soushiki Zerozaki or Naguma 
Sawarabi said, no matter what Iori Mutou’s true character was 
really “like”—that alone she would not concede. 


She wouldn’t concede it. 
She wouldn’t allow it. 


“T think you’re probably closer to the truth than Soushiki-san... 
When it comes down to it, for all intents and purposes, you and 
Soushiki-san aren’t all that different.” 


“Oh?” His lips quirked upwards. “If you say we aren’t all that 
different—then what is different? Please, do tell.” 


“JT... I’m not sure. I don’t know that... But still, you and 
Soushiki-san and I... each one of us is a different person. We’re all 
people. We each have our own personality, and we each have our 
own character. We aren’t apparatuses. None of us can ever be an 
apparatus.” 


No matter how much we may long to be. 
Even knowing we would be happier that way. 


“And so... I don’t think we can generalize each other as ‘psycho 
killers’ or ‘hitmen’ or anything else. We shouldn’t make 
generalizations like that.” 


“Well, well... What an answer, my goodness. You hate 
categories? How very admirable.” Naguma took in Iori’s words with 
disdain. “You hate categories... Hah! Then what the hell else do you 
even have?! Take away murder, and you have nothing! Take away 
murder, and we have nothing! We don’t know how to do anything 
but murder, we don’t have anything but murder, and there’s 
nothing we can believe in but murder! You, me, Mind Render, my 
brother—every damn one of us!” 


After suddenly yelling as though he’d lost himself in a rage, 
Naguma Sawarabi raised his naginata high above his head, pointing 
it towards Iori. Iori adjusted her hold on the dagger at once, but 
being the complete amateur she was, there was something almost 
comical about her stance. 

“|. lori-san.” 


Still holding his naginata at the ready, Naguma’s voice regained 
its icy tone as he spoke. 


“Tf you put it like that, ‘as of now,’ you are neither a ‘psycho 
killer’ nor a ‘hitman.’ You’re just a regular ‘murderer.’ You haven’t 
become a true Zerozaki yet.” 


A Zerozaki in the making. 
In the process of “mutating.” 
That was what they had said about her. 


“And so—I’ll give you the choice. To you, the Iori Mutou who is 
not a Zerozaki, I will offer the right to make your own decision. 
Right now—at this point in time. You can still die as a human.” 
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“Technically speaking, you have yet to end the life of a single 
person—so you have the chance to die as neither a ‘monster’ nor a 
‘brute,’ but a ‘human.’ So long as you do it now.” 


“.,.In other words, I have to choose whether or not to fight 
you...?” she asked, backing away. 


But her back soon hit a wall. 

There was nowhere to run. 

She couldn’t escape. 

She couldn’t run away. 

She couldn’t run away. 

She couldn’t run away any longer. 

“T can’t make—” 

“No.” 

Iori’s body came within range of his naginata. 


“Will you kill yourself, or will you die by my hand? Pick 
whichever you prefer.” 
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No thanks. 


(Naguma Sawarabi—Commencing supplementary exam) 
(Chapter 6—The End) 


[1] In Japan, many middle schools will designate that students 
wear a nameplate with their last name on their school uniform. This 
does not carry on into high school. 


[2] Ryoma Echizen is the protagonist of the manga and anime 
series Prince of Tennis. Combat Echizen is the protagonist of a 
memetically bad Japanese light gun shooting game called Death 
Crimson. 


Chapter 7: Killer Crimson (2) 


To express it in the simplest terms possible—a certain “he” and 
a certain “she” confronted one another and got into a “fight”—and 
that was all there was to it. 

It was nothing more or less than that. 

And with just that—the Grand Integrated Research Center for 
All Studies, commonly known as the ER2 System (currently the ER3 


System); the organization RULE, with the Four Gods and One 
Mirror behind it; moreover, the enormous community with the 
Kunagisa Organization at the center; and finally, the seven Killing 
Names of the Niounomiya, Yamiguchi, Zerozaki, Susukino, 
Hakamori, Tenbuki, and Ishinagi, and their antitheses, the six 
Cursing Names of the Tokinomiya, Tsumiguchi, Kino, Nukumori, 
Shibuki, and Toganagi—all of the aforementioned groups were 
dragged into the affair. 


To stress the point once more. 


It wasn’t that “he” and “she” joined hands and combined forces 
to carry out a raid on those organizations; “he” and “she” took 
notice no notice of anyone but each other. To put it the other way 
around, they weren’t concerned with what happened to anyone but 
themselves, and they didn’t care about anyone but themselves, and 
so, other than those two, everyone involved truly just happened to 
be there, just happened to be in the way, and with just that... 


They were dragged into the affair. 


They were simply mixed up in it—and yet it would be no 
exaggeration to say that every single one of those organizations was 
nearly brought to ruin. Ten years had passed since then—and yet 
almost none of them had been restored to their former glory. They 
were all warped, full of distortions. Just two people—a mere 
quarrel between just two people had brought the entire world to the 
brink of destruction. 


There were few who could give a firsthand account of the time. 


Almost everyone who had been close enough to know the 
details had lost their lives—and those who had managed to make it 
out alive refused to talk about it. They stubbornly kept their mouths 
shut, and likely wouldn’t open them until the day they died. Not 
many are willing to throw away a life spared once. Or perhaps—it 
was that they simply didn’t want to remember. That was the 
extent... 

The extent to which “he” and “she” were considered taboo. 

A taboo existence. 

A taboo legend. 

A taboo myth. 


A taboo miracle. 


No one wanted to allude to it. 

No one wanted to allude it—not even as a joke. 

And so, there were just as few who knew that the winner of that 
microscopic and astronomical war, the “World War,” had been 
“her.” 

“She” who was known as the ultimate red. 

“She”—is called “Killer Crimson.” 
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The first thing to seem off had been that red cloth. 


“ ..Kuh, hah, hah, hah, hah, 
ahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha...” 

A certain figure dashed frantically through the forest. 

Those longs arms and legs and overly tall stature wove through 
the gaps between trees in a manner both restricted and unimpeded, 
criss-crossing along all three dimensions. As he moved, he didn’t 
forget to knock down a tree every now and then, shrewdly leaving 
more obstacles in his pursuer’s path. It was a flawless “getaway” in 
every respect. But despite making such a perfect escape, no 
complacency could be found in the countenance of the man with 
the wireframe model build. On the contrary, his expression was 
frozen stiff, a disconcerting smile plastered across his face. 

“Hah, haha, haha, ahahahahaha...!” 

And indeed, he was laughing. 

Really now... 

What else was there to do but laugh? 

Soushiki Zerozaki derided himself. 


How ironic that he, who had always been the hunter, would be 
the one getting chased in a game of manhunt. 

Those were Soushiki’s thoughts amidst his all-consuming panic. 

“’..Honestly, how did things turn out this way...? Where is this, 
anyway?!” 

He couldn’t begin to guess how long he had been running. It felt 
like he had used up the entire remainder of his life escaping, but 
realistically, it had probably been about an hour or so. But—that 


hour should have been plenty. No matter which direction he was 
running, that should have been more than enough time to make it 
out of those woods. 


“Damn, it must be that barrier...” 

It was like he was stuck in the same place, running in circles. 
The scenery never changed. 

He was moving, but he wasn’t getting anywhere. 


Soushiki finally realized the reason for the barrier. It wasn’t 
meant to prevent him from “entering”; it was meant to prevent him 
from “escaping.” He had gotten himself caught in the most classic of 
traps. And as a result... 


“...This is the worst case scenario imaginable.” 
He glanced back over his shoulder. 


He couldn’t afford to waste even a second of time on an action 
like that, but he couldn’t help himself. After all—it was a sight 
rarely seen. 


There stood the legend. 

There stood the myth. 

There stood the miracle. 

There “she” existed... 

And “she” was chasing after Soushiki. 
“She” wasn’t running. 

“She” wouldn’t do something so inelegant. 


Instead, “she” maintained an easygoing gait, like she was 
enjoying a leisurely hike through the forest park—and still she 
managed to keep up with Soushiki’s pace. 

On the one hand, there was Soushiki Zerozaki, running with all 
the speed he could muster. 

And on the other, there was “she,” just sauntering along. 


What overruled the common-sense reasoning that Soushiki 
should have outrun her right out the gate... was that Soushiki was 
dashing across all three dimensions, while “she” was following a 
straight path, walking directly towards Soushiki. 


There were obstacles. 
Or buffers, one could say. 


In this case, those would be the trees that made up the 
surrounding woods. 


Soushiki made use of those obstacles, and occasionally using 
one for cover, occasionally using one as a means of transportation, 
and occasionally using one as a diversion, he transformed those 
impediments into “means.” 


However. 


To “her’”—those trees were never obstacles in the first place. 
There was nothing in this world that could keep “her” at bay. 


“She” knocked them away with her hands, as if she were 
swatting at a fly. 


That was all. 


With a wild hand, “she” just casually knocked them out of her 
way. 

And with just that—all trees disappeared from “her” path. 
Occasionally with a creaking sound, occasionally with a snapping 
sound, and occasionally with no sound at all, she transformed those 
impediments into “nothing.” 


“The logic is simple—’no truck would get into an accident by 
crashing into the air.’” Soushiki tenaciously carried on with his 
three-dimensional sprint. That was the only way he could hope to 
maintain his distance from “her.” “Still, you’ve got to be kidding 
me... Forget ‘eagle,’ she’s practically a ‘grizzly’...!” 

Soushiki Zerozaki desperately persisted in his escape—but 
giving it some thought, that could be considered a hopelessly idiotic 
course of action. If “she” got even the slightest bit serious—”she” 
could close the gap between them faster than the blink of an eye. In 
other words, this was just a game for “her.” 

A game—a whim. 

“She” was enjoying their game of “tag.” 

Soushiki had told Naguma Sawarabi that “all work and no play 
makes Jack a dull boy,” but now that he was on the other side of 
things, he saw that, indeed, it wasn’t particularly pleasant when you 
were the one being toyed with. Still, in that particular moment, 
Soushiki didn’t have the presence of mind to take issue with that 
“unpleasantness.” 


Absolute. Overwhelming. Mighty. Fierce. 


Red. 
How very... beautiful. 


“Sawarabi... You sure hired yourselves a real monster. This goes 
beyond elaborate; you’ve really outdone yourselves...” 


However, Soushiki Zerozaki wasn’t one to indulge his inner 
turmoil indefinitely. By now, although it was a gradual process, he 
was starting to come to his senses. While he certainly couldn’t be 
described as calm, his powers of discernment had recovered to the 
point that he could properly assess the “situation.” 


“_,.Whether she’s an ‘eagle’ or a ‘grizzly’... now that she’s made 
herself an enemy of the Family, she’s my ‘enemy,’ too. I have no 
idea why Red would choose to throw herself in with the Sawarabi— 
but I suppose I just have to do this.” 


While jumping from branch to branch, he snuck his hand into 
his suit and took out Mind Render. However, at that point in time, 
Soushiki hadn’t the least intention of facing “her” head on. Soushiki 
was neither a “hitman” nor a “warrior,” and while he found 
meaning in both winning battles and achieving his ends, he found 
no meaning or enjoyment in the act of fighting itself. “Escaping” 
was all that occupied his mind. He wanted nothing more than to 
avoid any pointless conflict with “her.” Leaving aside his self- 
professed pacifism, when it came to “Red,” anyone—be they a 
member of the Zerozaki Family or not—would have to make the 
same call. 


That was the extent to which “she” was the strongest. 

“And knowing that, they still hired ‘her’...? For a branch family 
of the Niounomiya, isn’t that course of action rather devoid of 
pride...?” 

Was that how deep their obsession with avenging their sister 
went? 

Yumiya Sawarabi. 

“You've really done it this time, Hitoshiki...” 

It was as he was jumping from branch to branch, moving higher 
and higher in an attempt to put as much distance between himself 
and “her” as possible, in the same moment he bitterly spoke his 
little brother’s name. 


The sound of footsteps vanished from behind him. 


That artless sound, which had always reached Soushiki’s ears 
despite the sound of falling trees to muffle it, suddenly stopped. 


And then—a single sentence. 
“I’m tired of playing tag.” 

A voice rang out. 

In a terribly gruff tone. 


He instinctively looked back over his shoulder—but there was 
no one there. 

And then. 

“She” was before him. 

There had been no sound of a running jump—no sound of feet 
kicking off the ground—she just jumped up in a single bound, 
hovering in the air above Soushiki. Without any preceding 
movements or any preparatory motions—”she” had leapt across a 
distance of ten meters. 

Sashes.” 

He didn’t have time to let out a scream. 

What she did next was plain and simple, something anyone 
could do if their body was flexible enough. 

She pulled back her right arm— 

“ ..Earth Splitter.” 

—and swung it down. 

“Guh... gwaaah!” 

He just barely managed to block that strike with his left arm, 
the one that wasn’t holding Mind Render. No, it wasn’t quite true 
that he had blocked it. All he had managed to do was protect his 
face using his left arm. 

He heard the sound of his arm shattering. 

His vision spun with abrupt force, and he was thrown to the 
ground with a gravitational pull fifteen times stronger than normal. 
The recoil sent him flying two meters into the air, and then, he was 
once again flung down into the same spot. Careening downwards 
with such velocity that it was a wonder he didn’t make a crater, he 
learned how it felt to be a human meteorite. 

“Gah, hah, ahh. Aaahh.” 


His left arm. And the ribs on the left side of his body. Each and 
every one of them was a broken mess. His left leg, too—while it 
wasn’t quite broken, it appeared it had been badly injured. 


Where was “she”? 
That was the first thing he checked. 


Looking over, he saw that “she”—that “her” red figure—was in 
the midst of jumping down from the thick branch Soushiki had 
been holding onto just moments ago. “She” was about five meters 
from where Soushiki laid—and once he had established that much. 


Soushiki Zerozaki grinned. 


“’..The right half of my body is completely unharmed... and I 
haven’t let go of Mind Render. And—just as the ‘rumors’ say...” 


He clenched his hand around his scissors. 

“’,.The ‘confidence’ that comes with being the Strongest—that 
can be equated to ‘carelessness.’ In that case—I can take advantage 
of it.” 

By all rights—that single blow should have settled the match. 


No, it went beyond that. The match should have been settled at 
the very beginning, during their first encounter. To sneak up on him 
from behind and not do anything at all—and whether it had been 
for the fun of tormenting him or not, to then start up a leisurely 
game of tag—that was little else but a grave blunder. 


“Allow me to make use of that ‘whimsy’ of yours.” 
Soushiki hadn’t given up on survival. 


Everything was fine; as long as his internal organs weren’t 
damaged, there was nothing to worry about. It was a bit depressing 
to know that after overcoming his current bind, he would then have 
to go fight the oldest Sawarabi brother—but it was all for the sake 
of his new sister—and his family. If it was for the sake of his family, 
Soushiki Zerozaki wouldn’t give up. Not ever. Although dying by 
the hand of his role model didn’t seem like a poor choice for his 
final moments, it was still too soon for that. 


“Hey now. What’s wrong? I held back so much it almost killed 
me. Don’t tell me you went and died anyway.” 

While speaking, “she” drew closer. “She” was still a ways off. 
With that much distance between them, there was no way to deliver 


a “fatal blow.” What he was aiming for—what he had to aim for 
was a “one-hit kill.” As he was now, Soushiki hadn’t the slightest 
room to make mistakes. Having such leeway was unthinkable. But 
all the same. 


“Hah. How weak. How truly weak. Too weak. So weak, weak, 
weak, weak I can’t stand it. I thought for sure the guy called the 
Twentieth Hell would have a little more fight in him—but you’re as 
shabby as they come.” 
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He held his breath and waited. 
His target was a point on “her” neck. 


And it would have to be a single blow unleashed with no extra 
motions, what they call a “thrust” in kendo. It was a move Naguma 
had used against Soushiki—and a move Iori had used against 
Yasumichi. 


The most primitive technique, as well as the most effective. 


Despite everything, “she” was still manifested by a human body. 
Then there was no way “she” could be invulnerable to a blade. If he 
aimed for the carotid artery, one of the parts of the body where 
muscle is the thinnest, he had a shot at victory. At the very least, 
enough of a victory to get him out of there in one piece. 
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Under normal circumstances, such a pathetic “shot at victory” 
would never exist. Every living being on this earth knows that 
there’s nothing more dangerous than a wounded beast. It goes 
without saying that a person should be at their most cautious when 
delivering the final blow. 

But “she”... 


“She” readily closed the distance between them, came right next 
to Soushiki without demonstrating the least bit of caution, stopped 
where she stood, and of all things, crouched down and brought her 
face close to his. 


“Hm? Wait, is he really dead—?” 

“—_Gwah!” 

In an instant. 

He thrust one of Mind Render’s blade edges towards her throat. 


He twisted his body upright, and at the most optimal speed, but 
with the maximum amount of gravitational force, he made Mind 
Render glisten in the name of his lone shot at victory. If this didn’t 
settle the match, it was all over—if “she” dodged the strike, it was 
all over. Even “she” wouldn’t drop her guard around Soushiki a 
second time. 

All-or-nothing, a true one-point breakthrough, a fatal blow to 
either of them! 


To simply state the result. 

“She” didn’t dodge the strike. “She” didn’t move an inch. 
Without a doubt, Mind Render’s blade, which Soushiki Zerozaki had 
thrust forward with all his might, had flawlessly captured “her” 
neck. But nevertheless... 

“She” was completely unharmed. 

Nothing happened. 

The blade had come to a stop, unable to pierce the skin. 

“,.Ha. Hahahahaha. Ahahahahaha.” 

Now—there really was nothing to do but laugh. 

Now—there was nothing left he could do. 

Now—there was nothing left. 

“Hahaha—haha, aha, ahaha.” 

Realistically, how was he supposed to fight an enemy that 
couldn’t be cut by a blade? No, that surely applied to more than just 
blades. For instance, if he had the newest model of machine gun, 
“she” wouldn’t even try to dodge the bullets. If a torrent of nuclear 
missiles came raining down from the sky, “she” would live through 
the blast while leisurely humming a tune. On the contrary, “she” 
might be glad it cleared up the view. Supposing the very Earth itself 
vanished, “she” would just pack up and move to Mars. 

Confidence, carelessness. 

It went beyond that level. Those concepts were irrelevant. Such 
low-level terms—he had just foolishly assumed they applied. 

“Hah, hahahahahahahahah, ahahahaha—” 


Dammit. 
To think he would rot away in a place like this. 


Unable to kill the Family’s enemy—unable to rescue his 
“sister”—no, it was worse than that. If he—if Mind Render fell in 
battle, the Zerozaki Family would be forced to move against “her,” 
his “nemesis.” Every last one of the Zerozaki Family’s adherents 
would have to take up that hopelessly unwinnable battle—in the 
name of their raison d’etre. Crush the “enemy” until it is an 
“enemy” no more—that was the essence of the Zerozaki Family. 


Even if the result that awaited them was eradication. 
Once it began, there was no stopping it. 

If they had even a single casualty... 

That was no longer considered a “pointless battle.” 
“...That’s the one thing...” 

That was the one thing he needed to avoid at all costs. 


Soushiki Zerozaki couldn’t allow himself to be killed by such an 
unkillable existence. 


Because of his family. 

He had to protect his family. 

Think. 

Think, think, think, think. 

Think with every fiber of your being. 

There had to be something. There had to be something. 
There had to be something he could do. 


“Hah. This is pretty boring, what with you all quiet and 
despondent. Haven’t you got any more tricks up your sleeve? Show 
me a good time, Mr. Mind Render.” 
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“T don’t care about anything that’s not fun. You hear me?” 


Paying no need to “her” final notice—Soushiki Zerozaki racked 
his brains. Were there any facts that could prove convenient for 
him? He thought back on everything that had happened until now. 
He didn’t mind if it was just a faint chance, and he didn’t care if it 
would take a miracle, but wasn’t there any kind of possibility? 


Any kind of hope? 


First, there was the opening scene. 

The red cloth. 

That cloth dyed in killer crimson. 
That—cloth. 

Red. 

“Hah...” 

With a tug, “she” lifted him up by the neck. 


“Really, though. Those Sawarabi guys and you Zerozaki... Can’t 
believe you’d both risk your lives over a worthless reason like a 
‘little sister.’ Well, in that case...” 


And then, he felt an unbelievable amount of pressure on his 
neck. 


“Die for that worthless reason of yours.” 
¢ 4 
Naguma Sawarabi reminisced. 


He reminisced back to the time he first realized there were 
things in this world that existed beyond his reach—hopeless things. 


At that time, he had still believed. 

Believed in his own strength. 

Believed in his own possibilities. 

Believed in his own hope. 

His brother—his sister—and himself—as long as all three of 


them were together, they could reach for the sky, they could even 
grasp the stars—he believed in that fleeting illusion. 


However—illusions are fragile, ephemeral, and eventually 
shattered. 


The one to shatter it had been a “hitman” from the main family. 
Yes—it had been the same back then. 


That time, too, Naguma had been unarmed, and he and Yumiya 
had been alone. Hawatari had started in on a “job” before Naguma 
and Yumiya, and moreover, as the de facto commander of the three, 
Hawatari was being entrusted with more and more solo missions. 
During that period in particular, it was a frequent occurrence. Still, 
his lack of weapon and lack of brother made no excuse. After all, 
Naguma and Yumiya were together—and their opponent, the 


hitman from the main house, was all alone—and what’s more, that 
opponent had both arms sealed away in a straitjacket. 


“Gyaha...” 

Defeat. 

They had been handed a complete and utter defeat. 

The opponent really had fought using nothing but footwork. 
“Gyahahahahahaha!” 

That laughter had been seared into his brain. 


None of it could be ascribed to the difference between main 
house and branch families. 


None of it could be ascribed to the difference between 
apprentice and full-timer. 

That was a complete monster. 

That was completely hopeless. 

That petite devil in a straitjacket was something hopeless. 

His sister had fallen first, and Naguma soon followed. 

The opponent hadn’t taken any damage at all. 

It’s all over, he had thought. 

He was going to be killed. 

“..Gyahaha.” 

When Naguma threw himself over Yumiya’s unconscious body, 
as if to protect her—it laughed. 

“’..That’s one hour.” 

Ms er 

“T limit my slaughter to one hour a day. Hey, I had a pretty good 
time today. Thanks, Mister, Miss. Never imagined you guys would 
hold out for a whole hour. If you used your naginata, I might’ve 
been in trouble. Well, I had both my arms sealed, too, so let’s call it 
even.” 

“U-Uuugh...” 

He couldn’t respond. 


He couldn’t believe that the thing before him spoke the same 
language he did. All he had was the firm conviction that no matter 
what he said, it would be useless, and that his own words would 


never get through to it. 


“T like your style, Mister. ...C’mon, enough with the menacing 
glare. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna do anything more. Not to you— 
and not to that lady there, either. Gyahaha, that’s your little sister, 
right? She’s real pretty.” 
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“T’ve got a sister, too—in here.” The hopeless thing indicated its 
temple to Naguma. “But unlike you guys, we’re not partners; we’re 
two sides of the same coin. Honestly, I’m a little jealous of what you 
guys have got.” 


“J-Jealous...?” 


“You guys can chase after the same goal together, right? You 
can share one thing among yourselves, right? I’m really jealous of 
that. ‘Cause... I’m always the shadow.” 


The hopeless thing spoke in an oddly self-deprecating tone. 
“Take good care of your sister.” 

And then— 

The hopeless thing left. 

The two of them never met again. 


Afterwards, Hawatari informed him that that had been “Man 
Eater,” the one known as the two-in-one Niounomiya siblings, the 
Sleight of Slaughter Niounomiya Troupe’s greatest misfire. 
According to his brother, it was a good thing that Naguma and 
Yumiya hadn’t been strong enough to force Man Eater to undo his 
bindings. 

When Naguma heard the term “misfire,” it struck him as oddly 
fitting. 

Indeed—there were no “hitmen” like that. 

That was no “hitman.” 

It was something else entirely. 


It was something completely different from them, some other 
kind of hopeless thing. A huge mistake. Only through some kind of 
mistake could something like that be created. 


...A great deal of time had passed since then. 
As things stood now—at the very least, if he had his naginata 


with him, even if the opponent used both of his arms, he would 
stand a chance at winning the fight itself. By now, the only person 
who Naguma thought he “might not be able to beat” was Hawatari 
Sawarabi and Hawatari Sawarabi alone. In the long run, that 
complete and utter defeat had worked in his favor. Naguma and 
Yumiya grew from the experience, enough to make one wonder if 
that had been the hitman’s true goal all along. After the generations 
turned over, Naguma and Yumiya, as well as the “Sawarabi” as a 
whole, definitively became the strongest “Sawarabi” in history. 


In retrospect, it was a bitter memory. 

A setback in life, the sort of thing that happens to everyone. 
An all-too-common mental scar. 

But still—Naguma was sure. 

It was hopeless—nothing could be done about it. 


No matter how strong he became—no matter how much he 
polished his skills. 


Even if they had a rematch, and he came out victorious. 
Even if he managed to land a fatal blow. 

All the same, that was hopeless. 

That was something hopeless. 

Something hopelessly different from him. 

It was out of his reach. He could never grab hold of it. 
Strong or weak. 

Kill or be killed. 

None of that was the issue. 

They were standing on different stages. 

Atypical, abnormal, and aberrant. 

He could never become like that. 

That was impossible. 

That was unattainable. 

The dimensions they lived in were different. 

Their existences were different. 

Everything was different. 

He hoped he would never experience that sensation again. 


“Brother. 
“What does it mean to die? 
“What does it mean—to kill?” 


Thinking back—it was around then that Yumiya had begun 
asking Naguma those questions. Over and over again, the little 
sister had asked her two brothers questions they couldn’t possibly 
hope to answer. 


“What are we, really? 

“What are we, in essence? 

“Why are we siblings the way that we are? 

“Why did things turn out this way?” 

Hawatari ignored all her inquiries. 

He never had been a man of many words. 

So by necessity, Naguma was left to answer them. 
“What does it mean to die? 

“What does it mean—to kill?” 

He didn’t know. 

Ultimately, that was Naguma’s answer. 

It wasn’t a response he had given any thought to. 
In fact, it barely qualified as an answer. 

Yet still—there was nothing else he could say. 
He didn’t want to remember that fight. 

He didn’t want to think deeply on that question. 


Because just thinking about it—just reflecting on it—was 
unpleasant. 


But looking back on it now... 

He should have answered his sister’s questions. 

He should have remembered his scars from that battle. 

He should have thought about his response to that question. 
If he had... 

They might have known what to do that day. 

Yumiya might have escaped with her life. 

Something hopeless. 


He experienced that exact same sensation. 

A sensation that he knew well—that he remembered well. 
Something inhuman. 

Something not of this world. 

It was hopeless. Nothing could be done about it. 

A hopeless thing. 

And—that same sensation. 


He had felt it when he exchanged blows with the Twentieth 
Hell. 


And—when they exchanged words, too. 

And even now. 

Even now, in that very moment, the sensation persisted. 
Truly, hopelessly so... 

The Zerozaki Family. 

Indeed. 

In the end—that’s what it was. 


Something different from him. Something he couldn’t 
comprehend. 


That was something decisive, something decided. 

Surely, without exception, the members of Zerozaki Family 
possessed the same kind of existence, the same characteristics as the 
Niounomiya Troupe’s mistake of the century... 

“|..Ah.” 

With a jerk. 

He used the tip of his naginata to knock the dagger away. 

The dagger he had sent flying wedged itself deeply into one of 
the ceiling beams and didn’t come back down. The naginata he had 
swung completed its revolution and returned to its owner’s 
shoulder. Without any attempt to readjust his stance, Naguma 
Sawarabi simply maintained that pose— 

“This is reality.” 

—and flung that curt remark at Iori the “Zerozaki.” 

Meanwhile, Iori had been left completely unarmed. When 
Hawatari tied Iori up (though apparently he hadn’t actually needed 


to, as for some reason, she was already tied up when he found her), 
he had searched her person, so Naguma knew for a fact that she 
wasn’t carrying any other weapons. 


“No matter how much of a ‘murder prodigy’ you are—no matter 
the extent to which you're ‘like that’—no matter how hopeless of a 
thing you are—as things stand now, you’re an amateur and ’ma 
pro. That gap in experience can’t be bridged by mere talent.” 


“B-Bleh...” 


Iori groaned and glared at Naguma. “Go on, choose again,” 
Naguma demanded, barely acknowledging that glare. 


“Will you kill yourself, or will you die by my hand? Make your 
choice. No...” Naguma paused briefly, as if in thought. “If I were to 
explain it more thoroughly and more accurately... yes, on a 
personal level, it would most certainly be ‘easier on you’ to be 
killed by me. I can’t imagine you know the proper methods of 
suicide, anyway. So if you choose the latter, I promise to cut off 
your head without giving you the chance to feel pain. However—in 
that event, you will cease to be ‘normal.’ You won’t be an ‘ordinary 
girl.’ We don’t kill civilians, so paradoxically, that will make you 
one of us. Your status as something ‘hopeless’ will become 
hopelessly cemented. But—” 


“But if I kill myself, Pll be one of them.” 
Iori forlornly finished Naguma’s sentence. 


“Precisely,” Naguma responded with a nod. “Deep down, you 
understand, don’t you? If you were ‘normal’—your family wouldn’t 
have died, and perhaps your classmate wouldn’t have lost his life, 
either. Oh—and Mr. Mind Render, too. He came here to save you, 
but by now, I’m sure he’s met his end in the middle of this forest.” 


After all—he wasn’t fighting Hawatari. The one out in the fray 
was the woman equally horrifying to have as an enemy or an ally, 
whose very name was too repulsive to mention. His chances of 
survival were undoubtedly zero. If Naguma were in Soushiki’s 
position, he would, without question, choose suicide. Death would 
be preferable to fighting that woman. And—if Naguma were in 
Iori’s position right now... 


His answer would remain the same. 
Die as a human? 


Or die as a brute? 
Wasn’t that an easy choice to make...? 


However—as if she wasn’t giving any thought to the choice he 
had presented her with, Iori only asked, “Huh...? Soushiki-san... 
He’s already made it here?”, inquiring about a part of the statement 
unrelated to the point at hand. 

“Yes. By now, he’s not far from us at all. Though either way, no 
matter what he tries, it’s all pointless. It’s all completely pointless. 
It’s all hopelessly in vain. I can’t understand what drives him to 
bother.” 

“ ..Hehe.” 

At that. 

Suddenly, Iori gave an unpleasant laugh. 

The smile on her face was somehow reminiscent of Soushiki 
Zerozaki. 

And then, she assumed a fighting stance. 

“’,.I was thinking it might be nice to die looking all cool and 
stoic... But after hearing what you just said, that’s not an option 
anymore.” 
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“T’m not the ‘sickly, timid, and delicate’ type, after all. I’m the 
‘spirited and selfish’ plus ‘goody-goody contrarian’ cute little devil 
type. It’s only natural for him to come save me, no matter what he 
has to go through... but if he’s in a tough spot, I can’t just sit back 
and wait to be saved.” 


“What are you talking about?” 
“It’s a ‘little sister’ thing—obviously!” 
Together with that yell, Iori sprung herself at Naguma. Without 


waiting for a response, she literally, by the letter, sprung forward in 
a straight line. 


Naguma couldn’t comprehend the significance of that action. 
Naguma couldn’t comprehend the intent behind that action. 


Given that she had no weapon, no hope of winning, for what 
reason—no, on what grounds was she standing up to him? He 
couldn’t see the meaning in that action. It would be a different story 
if she were at least wielding the dagger—but right now, Iori was 


utterly unarmed. She had no means of attack whatsoever. Forget a 
one-in-a-million chance; she didn’t even have that one-millionth. 
Surely she had to understand the overwhelming difference in ability 
between them. Or, no, was that very lack of calculation what made 
her a Zerozaki? 


...NO. 


That wasn’t it. The Zerozaki didn’t even have a concept of 
“reckless abandon.” 


They were just hopeless. 


If she was coming at him like this, she couldn’t be attempting 
anything but a “lethal attack.” In other words, there had to be some 
kind of meaning, in other words, she had to have some kind of 
reason, in other words, she had to have some grounds—and in other 
words, she had to have some means of murder. 


However, unlike when they had fought in the apartment, she 
didn’t even have a fork this time. Was there anything else she could 
use as a weapon? The rope she had been hanging from—the elastic 
string—Naguma had already cut them both to pieces. Neither could 
be used as a makeshift whip, and strangling him by the neck would 
be out of the question. 

Then what in the world did she have? 

Still unclear about what was happening, he held his naginata at 
the ready, but because of his uncertainty, his reactions were ever so 
slightly delayed. He couldn’t pursue any course of action with 
confidence. Iori was already within his sphere. At her current 
distance, she was too close to knock away with the blade. He would 
have to turn his naginata around and use the ishizuki to— 


CoA,” 

He... remembered. 

Back to the very beginning. 

When Soushiki and Iori had come into contact under the bridge. 


Back then—lori had fended off Soushiki Zerozaki. Tremendously 
enough, a completely ordinary high school girl had forced the 
Twentieth Hell, Mind Render, to pull back. 

Using only the sharpened nails on both of her hands. 


“...Kuh!” 


In a split-second decision, he let go of his naginata, then used 
one of his free hands to seize Iori’s left wrist just as she was a hair’s 
breadth away from reaching him. He very narrowly managed to 
catch hold of her other wrist in the same instant. Her sharp nails 
were stopped in place—the left just before Naguma’s carotid artery, 
the right not far from Naguma’s eyeball. 


“ ..How careless of me.” 


If he had swung at her with his naginata—no matter which side 
he sliced from, the nails on her other side would have gouged right 
into him. And no matter if that was the left or the right side—it 
would have made for a fatal wound. He would have been 
sufficiently, certainly, absolutely, and hopelessly... dead. 


“...Horrifying.” 

So this... was talent. 

So this... was a Zerozaki. 
Something hopeless. 

“ ,.Let go of me!” 


Making use of the way both her hands were being held in place, 
Iori raised her body into the air, used her wrists as a fulcrum, and 
brought both of her legs together in a kick that burst right into 
Naguma’s stomach. Although she wasn’t a particularly heavy girl, 
there was no way an attack with all of her weight put into it could 
be completely ineffective... 


But in the end, there was still the gap between a pro and an 
amateur. 


There was a clear difference of physical fitness. 


Without so much as flinching, Naguma twisted Iori’s arms 
around, flipping her over and throwing her against the floor. With 
both of her hands in his grasp, Iori had no way to lessen the impact 
as she hurtled to the ground face-first. Naguma didn’t let up after 
that, moving on to straddle Iori’s slender back, restricting her 
movements. 


“Gweh!” 
A sound akin to the cry of a squashed frog escaped Iori’s mouth. 


Unmoved, Naguma trampled Iori’s left arm under his foot, and used 
both hands to grab her right arm. 


“These nails are awfully dangerous. It’s not safe to let your 
fingernails grow so long. Here, allow me to trim them for you.” 

So he murmured. 

Then, holding Iori’s four fingers in place with his right hand, 
and using the thumb of his left hand to line them up. 

He tore off all four fingernails at once. 

“Ah, hee, eeeeeeeeeek?!” 

Within the time it took her to let out that blood-curdling 
scream, Naguma peeled off the remaining nail on her thumb with a 
practiced hand, as easily as if it were a magnet on a refrigerator. 
Then, repeating the same process, he stomped down on her 
writhing right hand, and next, grabbed Iori’s left wrist. 

“Perhaps I should do these one by one.” 

“F-e-eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeek?! N-No! No, no, no! Stop it! 
Please sto—” 

An unspeakable agony assailed Iori’s fingers. 

Her index finger, her little finger, her middle finger, her thumb, 
her ring finger. 

One by one. 

One by one by one. 

One by one by one by one. 

One by one by one by one by one. 

One by one by one by one by one by one. 

Paying no heed to the screams that accompanied each 
individual deed, in a procedure both meticulous and chaotic, 
Naguma finished peeling away all ten of Iori’s nails, leaving not one 
remaining. 

“Ah... u-ugh...” 

There were unmistakably tears mixed in with her groans. Well, 
of course. That was understandable. Only natural, really. Cutting a 
nail to the quick is incomparable to the pain of having a nail torn 
off; even a grown adult would cry mercy after one or two rounds. 
And that was to say nothing of the fact that Iori had been a bona 
fide ordinary high school girl until just the previous evening. This 
was likely the first time in her life she had experienced such intense 
agony. 


“Ooh... o-ooh...” 
In spite of her moaning—lori stopped resisting. 


After Naguma released his grip on her hand, it only dropped 
limply to the floor. Like a dead woman, she didn’t as much as move 
a muscle. Seeing Iori like that, Naguma laughed derisively. 


“And with that, you’ve been left wholly unarmed. I’m sure you’d 
be able to play the piano quite nicely now. Haha.” 


“ ,.Stop... Please, forgive me...” Eventually, Iori spoke up in a 
small, muddled voice. “It hurts, I hate it... Eh, egh, guh, oh, ooh... 
My fingers... My fingersss... I’m sorry... I’ll apologize, so stop being 
cruel... Don’t hurt me anymore...” 
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“H-Hic... ooh. Stop it, stop it, h-hic... Stop it, stop it... It hurts... 
O-ooh...” 


“ ..Hah. That’s what I thought.” 


Naguma reached out, used one hand to drag the discarded 
naginata towards him, and settled it back into his grip. Then, he 
placed the blade of weapon against the nape of Iori’s neck... 


And forced Iori to grasp the handle. 


“Like this, all you have to do is slide your hand a little to the 
side. That’s all it will take for you to die. Without any more of this 
suffering—as a ‘normal human.’ This is your last chance. This is 
your last chance, Zerozaki—no, ‘Iori Mutou’-san. Now—make your 
choice, and carry out your decision.” 


Iori was shuddering with sobs. 


Naguma looked down on her as she cried. If she showed even 
the slightest hint of resistance, all he had to do was press down on 
the naginata from behind. It would slice through Iori’s neck like a 
knife through butter. 


“Tt’s nothing to agonize over. The rest of your life would be 
worthless, anyway, almost certainly worthless. As of now—you’re 
all on your own. Mr. Mind Render told you the same thing, didn’t 
he? Whenever you encounter someone, you'll only be able to kill 
them; such is the Zerozaki. You’re completely hopeless. You will 
always, always be alone. Hopelessly alone. What benefit, what 
reward is there in a life like that?” 
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“Mr. Mind Render and I are irrevocably part of this world. It’s 
too late for the both of us—but there’s still hope for you. You still 
have the chance to take care of the matter discreetly, within the 
bounds of reason. Making your final moments beautiful—that’s 
something to be proud of, really.” 

Those were Naguma’s last words to Iori. 

He wouldn’t go on any longer. 

There was nothing more to say. 

There was nothing more he could do. 

He had already done everything he could. 

Now—he just had to wait. 

However, no matter how long he waited, Iori only trembled and 
cried. While it was true that ten of her fingernails had been torn off, 
once enough time had passed that she ought to have become numb 
to the pain, Naguma frowned, starting to realize that something was 
off. 

And when he looked a little more closely... 

“Hehe...” 

When he looked a little more closely. 

“Hehe... hehehe.” 

He saw that Iori was laughing. 

Her shoulders were shaking with laughter. 

“Hehe. Hehe, hehehehe.” 

“ ,.What’s so funny?” 

“What’s so funny? Isn’t it obvious? You are!” Leaving her face 
hidden, Iori spoke in a voice still choked with tears. “This whole 
time, I thought the things you were saying were ridiculous and 
nonsensical—but there’s really nothing to it. You just want me to 
die of ‘my own volition,’ don’t you?” 
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“In other words—you want me to choose death over becoming a 
psycho killer, right? If my only other option is to become ‘like that,’ 
if my only other option is to become ‘something hopeless,’ you want 
me die of my own accord. Simply put, that’s what you’re saying, 


isn’t it? Hehehe, how laughable, how laughable, how laughable! 
How ideal—how idealistic. And pitifully enough, you go pushing 
your ideal onto other people like a damned nuisance. What do you 
mean, ‘too late’? You’re just a pathetic, sniveling coward who can’t 
be bothered to do anything yourself!” 


Choose death over becoming a psycho killer. 
Choose death over regressing into a brute. 


That decision was perfectly sensible, the obvious choice to 
make. 


But Naguma Sawarabi never chose it. 
He must have had it. 
He must have had the same “option.” 


Soushiki Zerozaki—Mind Render’s words were what finally 
made him realize that. A Sawarabi is not a “Sawarabi” by birth, nor 
a “Sawarabi” from birth. So—there should have been another path 
to take. 


Choices, a say in the matter. 

Even if they were small and few, he did have them. 
Before he became a monster, he could have chosen to die. 
He should have run away. 

He should have felt more afraid. 

For instance—like his little sister, Yumiya Sawarabi, did. 


“You’re the hopeless one, you piece of shit!” 


Iori finally lifted her face, glared fiercely at Naguma—and 
yelled. 


“If you want to die so badly, then you’re free to go die! Don’t 
blame your death on anyone else! Like I give a damn about the 
feelings of someone whining about how they want to die—whining 
about how they want to run away!” 
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“T won’t die! I won’t run away! Even if I’m on my own, I’m not 
alone, so no matter ‘how’ I end up, I will live! I won’t choose death! 
I won’t run away from myself! I won’t deny it; ’ll affirm everything! 


I won’t despair over something as trivial as my life, as trivial as my 
talent!” 


Iori began to thrash about with her entire body, as if her 
submission until now had all been an act. Could it be that she had 
been “pretending to cry” all that time? “Crocodile tears,” you say? 
And she had used that opportunity to recover her stamina? Without 
ceasing, Iori slammed against the floor, swung her arms and legs 
about to free them, and tried to escape Naguma’s hold. She 
struggled violently enough to cause the entire prefab hut to groan 
and shake. It was so abrupt that Naguma was left flustered. The 
blade of the naginata had already drifted away from Iori’s nape. It 
would be difficult for him to take aim again—and, more 
pertinently. 


Iori’s words had sent Naguma into a rage. 


“.,.D-D-Don’t talk as if you know anything, you little girl! Y-You 
stupid brat, it was only just yesterday that you became a psycho 
killer! Y-You don’t know the first thing about despair, you little 
shit! Have you ever pointlessly killed a group of girls you bore no 
grudge against?! Have—Have you ever sacrificed a complete, 
unrelated stranger for your own convenience?! O-Once you’ve 
murdered a dear, beloved friend of yours, see if you can run your 
mouth like that!” 


He stepped down on Iori’s right arm, seized that arm. 

Raised his naginata ever so slightly. 

“T’m not giving you a peaceful death anymore! Suffer, suffer, 
and suffer, because I’m going to kill you bit by bit! Pll cut you up 
piece by piece until you’re begging for death! Wallow in deep, 
agonizing regret as you die!” 

And he severed Iori’s right hand. 

A scream rang out. 

¢ 4 
Soushiki Zerozaki’s memories began from inside a cage. 


He didn’t remember anything from before that. He didn’t 
remember who he was before that. Whether he ever actually had 
anything before that was unclear, something he couldn’t really say. 
Judging from the circumstances, he had been kidnapped from 
somewhere—and he had been living inside that cage for quite a 


long time. Those were the only two facts he knew. 
And based on those facts, he had come to a conclusion. 
He was alone. 
He was hopelessly alone. 


Most likely, he wasn’t the only one who didn’t know the person 
he had been before. Nobody else, whether it be the parents who 
gave birth to him, people, society, or the world—nobody else knew, 
either. 


Everyone had forgotten about him. 

It was only natural. 

Even he didn’t know who he was. 

The owners of the cage, too, didn’t know him. 

They would look at him, but they still didn’t know him. 
They would touch him, but they still didn’t know him. 
Nobody... 

Nobody knew who he was. 

...Yes, there was no doubt about it. 

He was hopeless. 

That was just who he was. 

That was just what he was. 

He was all alone in the world. 

He was the only one in the world. 

There was no one there. 

After all—if there was only him... 

It made no difference whether or not he was there. 
Whether he was there or not, nothing would change. 
Nothing would deviate, nothing would disintegrate. 
Like zero. 

He was lamentably zero. 

... Then, forget it. 

He thought. 

If it doesn’t make a difference whether or not I’m here... 
He reflected. 


I'll just get rid of everything. 

He decided. 

It doesn’t matter anymore. 

He gave up. 

And thus—Soushiki Zerozaki awakened. 


And so, in the sense that he’d never had anything “beforehand,” 
Soushiki Zerozaki could be considered an uncommon, incredibly 
rare breed of Zerozaki. It would be no stretch to say that his origins 
were what made him the one who held the greatest affection for his 
little brother, Hitoshiki Zerozaki. It was only natural, as well, that 
even within the Zerozaki Family, a group that placed almost 
excessive value on their relatives, Soushiki Zerozaki would be 
familistic enough to be considered an eccentric. 


He had been overjoyed. 

When his “parents” showed themselves before him. 

When they came to bring him home. 

When they accepted something like him. 

He had been truly happy. 

Ever since then... 

Soushiki Zerozaki was no longer alone. 

It did matter whether or not he was there. 

He finally felt that he was allowed to exist. 

For the first time since he was born—he was able to leave the 
cage. 

And so, he would protect his family. 

And so, he would love his family. 

And so, he would hold his family’s hand. 

And so, he would treasure his bonds with his family. 

And so... 


He couldn’t let himself die here... 


“...The inspiration... is Kinnikuman, I suppose?” 
(4 Ah?” 


“She” raised a suspicious voice. 
Undeterred, Soushiki continued. 


“...Oh, it could be Fist of the North Star, too. There’s also Yu Yu 
Hakusho, Sakigake!! Otokojuku... and I mustn’t forget the cousin 
from Kimagure Orange Road. Those are the only examples I know of, 
however.” 


“ ,.What are you talking about? Have you lost it?” 
The moment “she” said that with genuine incredulity. 
“Tf you don’t understand, then it’s fine.” 


With a yank, Soushiki shook off the hand gripping his throat. He 
shook off the hand that had been gripping his neck with an 
unbelievably weak pressure. In the same instant, Mind Render 
glistened, tearing into her arm. The blade didn’t bounce off the 
skin... 


It tore through. 
Deeply. 
Invasively—it pierced into the skin. 
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It wasn’t a scream. It was a grating voice jumbled with white 
noise—no, a grating sound jumbled with white noise. 


At the same time, Soushiki’s field of vision was upended. 
“Tf you don’t understand—then you aren’t ‘her.”” 

What was upended wasn’t his own view... 

It was the world itself. 


The landscape behind Soushiki underwent a complete 
transformation. 


He recognized this place. 


As he thought that, he turned around—and there was a red 
cloth. 


A killer crimson cloth. 

A red cloth nailed to the trunk of a tree. 

He was back where everything had begun. 

“Heheheh. How terribly embarrassing, to have lost my head like 


that. I’ve certainly shown you a disgraceful side of myself. It was 
something I’d confirmed on the way, too—that there was a Cursing 
Name involved in this incident.” 


And he turned back around. 
Of course, “she” wasn’t there. 


Instead, there was an old woman easily past her sixties, whose 
arm was bleeding profusely. Although she was fully clad in red 
clothing, there was a vaguely shabby quality to it, and it carried no 
air of intimidation. 


“She” was nowhere to found. 


As she used her other hand to apply pressure to the injured arm, 
the old woman glared at Soushiki. Indifferent to her gaze, Soushiki 
gave a light shrug of his shoulders and kept speaking. 


“The Mind Manipulation Specialist Group who governs over 
‘fear,’ the Tokinomiya. I realize my second name is Mind Render, 
but that’s a little too on the nose. For all my experience, this was my 
first time facing off against a ‘hypnotizer’ or a ‘brainwasher’ 
directly. I was completely taken in.” 
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The old woman continued to glare in silence. 


“So you’re the one who supplied the Sawarabi with those 
Marionettes? And the barrier was part of the set-up for your trick, 
too. I see, I see.” 


Monotonous tasks that lack a moderate degree of stimulation 
can send people into a hypnotic state. The phenomenon is called a 
“sensory deprivation hallucination.” A monotonous task that lacks a 
moderate degree of stimulation—it could be something like 
watching a pendulum swing back and forth before your eyes, 
something like repeatedly moving luggage across the floor, or 
something like walking through a forest with scenery that never 
changes. 


“There are a few parts I find to be a letdown, or frankly, a 
disappointment, so my feelings are somewhat mixed, but my 
goodness. You certainly managed to jumble a simple affair into 
quite a bit of trouble for me.” 


“How... did you figure it out?” the old woman asked in a hoarse 
voice. 


Along with a light laugh, “It was simple,” came Soushiki’s reply. 


“This was a smart move. Cowardly and underhanded, but a 
smart move. First, by showing me this red cloth—this killer crimson 
cloth, you prompted me to visualize ‘her.’ You took advantage of 
that moment using your trademark Mind Manipulation, and then all 
you had to do was wait for me to die off inside my own 
hallucination. When you’re envisioning an opponent you believe 
‘you couldn’t possibly beat,’ well, there’s no way you can win. 
Thinking about it a little more rationally, this isn’t some kind of 
manga, so even ‘she’ couldn’t knock down a tree with just one hand. 
Even ‘she’ couldn’t be impervious to blades. Heheh, that ‘Earth 
Splitter’ bit was good, though.” 
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“The first thing to seem off... was this red cloth.” 
Soushiki pointed to the fluttering cloth. 


“If that was really ‘her,’ she wouldn’t use something like this to 
make her opponent turn around. If she really had to devise a way to 
sneak up on her opponent—no, not devise, stage—if she really 
wanted to stage a way to sneak up on her opponent, there’s a better 
way to do it. And that’s what ‘she’ would choose. She’d use some 
kind of chisel to carve ‘If you turn around, you’re dead’ into the trunk 
of the tree, then lie in wait—you know, to make a show of it.” 


“W-What are you talking about...?” 


“As I said, the fact that you don’t understand what I’m talking 
about is the irrefutable evidence that you’re an impostor. Don’t 
assume there’s an explanation for everything; this isn’t a mystery 
novel, you know. If you’re going to disguise yourself as someone 
else, you ought to investigate that person down to the very last 
available detail. Well, I suppose it’s more unusual to find someone 
who does know very much about ‘her.’ ‘She’ is a taboo of sorts, after 
all. It would seem I was lucky in that regard. Or no, perhaps I was 
unlucky? Knowing her so well is what drove me into such a corner. 
Goodness, I really did have my back to the wall there. I never 
imagined I’d find myself in such a tight spot. Well, let’s just say I 
lost my head with delight when my long-held dream of 
encountering ‘her’ finally became a reality; more importantly, my 
lady, as a Japanese citizen, your unfamiliarity with those 
masterpieces marks you as one of the biggest losers in the world. 


Oh, come to think of it, I remember hearing some rumors. About 
how there was a second-rate Tokinomiya making a profit off of 
going around pretending to be ‘her,’ or something like that. So that 
was you?” 

The old woman shrank back, but Soushiki pressed on, 
unconcerned. 


“Still, you truly proved yourself as a specialist; I can see you live 
up to your name as the antithesis of the Niounomiya, Tokinomiya- 
san. In and of itself, the spectacle brought on by my manipulated 
mind was absolutely incredible. Even if it was just a hallucination, 
no, an illusion conceived by own mind... ‘she’ was, without a doubt, 
the Strongest. ... However, there was just one flaw in the design. As 
I just told you—if ‘she’ was really ‘her’—the ‘cloth’ at the very 
beginning doesn’t fit into the picture. Of course, that was something 
I saw before I fell victim to your spell, so I suppose that’s only 
natural.” 


What had been prepared for him wasn’t a “trap” or a 
“strategy”—it was a “spell.” A “spell” which Soushiki had fallen 
under completely. Convinced that his enemy was the Sawarabi, he 
had failed to anticipate such a crafty move, and that had been his 
undoing. 

“But once I noticed the flaw, the rest was simple. ‘She’ tipped 
her own hand. Putting your life on the line for a ‘little sister’ is 
idiotic—is essentially what ‘she’ said, but...” 


He gave a gentle shake of his head. 


““She’ would never say that. The reason I fear her—and at the 
same time, respect and admire her—is that ‘she’ is the one and only 
person to be ‘softer on her associates’ than even the Zerozaki 
Family. We hold nearly the same ideology, but ‘she’ takes on the 
world alone, all by herself. Can you name a single person more 
fearsome and more magnificent than that? That’s why I’m a fan of 
hers. Not quite on the level of a stalker, but I’d consider myself an 
enthusiast. And so—after that remark of yours, I was convinced. 
And at the same time, I remembered. Remembered about those 
damned dirty Tokinomiya!” 

At the very end, Soushiki’s voice turned into a yell, and he 
threw Mind Render. It went flying in a straight line towards the 
woman’s left shin, pinning it to the tree behind her just as she had 


been about to run away. 
“E, e, eeek—” 


The old woman’s face contorted in terror as she looked at 
Soushiki. 


“W-Wait. Don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me. I only did this 
because I was hired to. Those Sawarabi boys paid me to do it. Don’t 
kill me, please don’t...” 


At her plea, Soushiki only laughed scornfully. 


“The Tokinomiya who govern over fear and manipulate the 
consciousness—how truly ironic to see you make that expression. 
How very unsightly, how terribly feeble. You have no right to look 
at me that way. You have no right to say that to me. Really now, 
you Tokinomiya may be skilled, but I can’t imagine myself ever 
getting along with you. You don’t have to say anything for me to 
know that you ‘fail.’ It must have been an agonizing decision for the 
Sawarabi, to team up with a repulsive Cursing Name like you...” 


Bit by bit, he closed in on the trapped old woman. 


The woman’s expression had gone from terror to something like 
a smile. 


There was nothing left she could do but laugh. 


“H-Hey—hee, heehee, c-come on. You’re going to kill a senior 
citizen, not to mention a woman? I don’t believe this.” 

“You'll pay for forcing me to destroy ‘her’ form—is what I’d like 
to say here. But both fortunately and unfortunately, I didn’t manage 
to destroy it in the least, so Pll substitute that line with a quote 
from my lovable little brother.” 


He extracted Mind Render from her leg, then gave it a quick 
spin so as to shake off the blood. 


And then, he grinned. 
“Young or old, man or woman, no mercy.” 


(Tokei Tokinomiya—Failed for proxy test-taking) 
(Chapter 7—The End) 


Chapter 8: Hawatari Sawarabi (2) 
Brother. 
I don’t understand you, Brother. 
What on earth are you thinking? 
Always—so casually. 
Always—just observing. 


Always—failing to mention the most essential things. 
You'll never tell me anything, I suppose. 

You'll never talk to me about anything, I suppose. 
You snake. 

You bully. 

You monster. 

We're siblings, you know. 

Siblings who share the same blood. 

The only three siblings we have in this world. 
Will you look out for me? 

Do you think dearly of me? 

I can’t imagine you do. 

I’m always dragging the both of you down. 

I only get in the way when we’re together... 

So I draw my bow from the distant shadows. 

I fire arrows with all my heart. 

I find it so irritating. 

Irritating that I cannot stand by your side. 
Irritating that I cannot be with you. 

I cannot help but feel irritated that such moments exist. 
I want to be with you always, after all. 

But—you don’t seem to mind at all. 

You don’t seem to feel any differently whether I’m there or not. 
And you don’t say anything. 

You don’t talk about anything. 

You always silently turn a blind eye. 

You don’t care about me, I suppose. 

You don’t care about me, I suppose. 

But I love that about you. 

I adore that about you. 

I love your cold eyes. 

I love your closed lips. 


I love your slender arms. 

I love your beautiful body. 

Please—Brother. 

Glare at me with those eyes. 

Touch me with those lips. 

Seize me with those arms. 

Make love to me with that body. 

Brother. 

Please—Brother. 

I ask that you violate me. 

I wish to offer my everything to you. 

I know it’s wrong. 

But it’s hopeless. 

At this point—there’s no hope for it. 

There’s nothing I can do about it. 

I can’t make do with a substitute. 

No matter how alike you are... 

No one can be your substitute. 

It has to be you, Brother. 

There is no replacement for you, Brother. 
There is only one you in this whole world. 
My one and only Brother in the whole world. 
We are one, and one, and one. 

Don’t opportunely call us three as one. 

Not when you're unwilling to be with me all the time. 
I’ve reached the limit of what I can endure. 
I learned something I shouldn’t have. 

An agonizing sorrow. 

A sadness capable of obliterating the heart. 

I learned. 

I learned that such things exist in this world. 
I learned that the world is composed of such things. 


Brother, you are undoubtedly strong. 

You are stronger than anyone. 

I know that. 

I can never stand to challenge you. 

And you will never change. 

And that’s why—I cannot comprehend you. 


Say, Brother. 

What are we, really? 

What are we, in essence? 

Why are we siblings the way that we are? 
How did we end up like this? 


Say, Brother. 

Answer me, Brother. 

What does it mean to die? 

What does it mean—to kill? 

Say, Brother. 

Give me an answer, Brother. 

If I want to run away—is it okay to run away? 
If I want to die—is it okay to die? 


I just want to die. 
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“...Tch. Looks like killing the practitioner had no effect on the 
barrier.” Sitting underneath a tree and roughly groping at his own 
arm, he muttered to himself, verifying the situation detail by detail. 
“T suppose that spell was composed under an entirely different 
system. Plus...” 

He pulled his right hand away from his left arm, moving on to 
touch his ribs. After that, he checked his left leg. He rubbed each 
part of his body several times, and then finally, he heaved a 
resigned, drawn out sigh. 


“Any body parts ruined within the illusion continue to hurt 
afterwards, it seems. Nothing ever seems to go my way.” 


Apparently, once his brain perceived the “pain,” it no longer 
mattered whether or not anything had befallen the body itself. 
Come to think of it, people had always accused him of being easily 
impressionable... “Impressions,” “preconceptions,” “bias,” 
“hypnosis,” “brainwashing,” or “mind manipulation,” it didn’t 
matter what name you put to it... Really, what a headache this was. 


“Heheheh,” laughed Soushiki Zerozaki. 


And then, Soushiki placed a hand against the trunk of the tree 
and pushed himself to his feet. He sprang up on one foot, and once 
he was settled, he began to consider his next move. 


The situation wasn’t exactly favorable. 
How long would it be before the pain wore off? 


“Well... There was no damage done to my actual body, so it 
shouldn’t take too long to recover. Still, there’s no time to relax, no 
point in stopping here, and I already lost a lot of time dealing with 
a distraction... Time to move.” 


Psychological wounds heal more quickly than physical ones. 
That was Soushiki Zerozaki’s philosophy. The regeneration of the 
heart wasn’t such a difficult process. Simply forgetting would do the 
trick. That was, perhaps, the exact opposite of the commonly 
accepted belief—but based on his past experiences, it was 
something of which Soushiki was convinced. 


“Well then... Where oh where could Iori-chan be? Look how 
much I’ve gone through for her. If she doesn’t give me a big bear 
hug once I’ve found her, it simply won’t be fair.” 


He headed deeper and deeper into the woods, walking with a 
limp. Just as before, he had no established destination. Based on 
what could only be described as a hunch, he moved forward 
without a trace of doubt in his step. The scenery never seemed to 
change no matter which direction he faced—but all the same, he 
was certain. Without a doubt, Iori had to be somewhere in those 
woods. 


“...It’s all very unscientific.” 
Certain, without a doubt? 
Just what did he think he was doing in this day and age? While 


he had called Naguma’s outfit anachronistic, that wasn’t a problem 
exclusive to the Sawarabi, but one shared by the Zerozaki and the 
Tokinomiya alongside them—and it went beyond the level of 
archaism. They were like the inhabitants of a parallel world. 


It was absurd. 


Certain? In reality, Soushiki had no idea whether or not Iori was 
still alive, and if she was alive, whether or not she was still in one 
piece. As things stood, all he could do was hope and pray. 


How could he be “certain” about anything? 


“,.When it comes to lacking humanity, I suppose there really 
isn’t much difference between a hitman and a psycho killer...” 


...And then. 
Suddenly, he sensed killer intent from behind. 


He attempted to turn around at once, but due to his injured left 
leg, it didn’t go quite so smoothly. After staggering a bit, Soushiki 
ended up simply glancing behind him, but the source of the 
bloodlust failed to take advantage of Soushiki’s unbalanced stance 
to land an attack, instead waiting patiently for him to turn his head. 


“’..My oh my.” 
The one standing there was Naguma Sawarabi. 


Old-fashioned attire and a huge naginata, Japanese-style glasses 
and long hair. And on his chest—there was a grotesque scar left by 
a blade. 


With a sharp gaze—he glared quietly at Soushiki. 

Facing that gaze head-on, Soushiki was a bit taken aback. 

This... 

This was different. 

Compared to their fight on the rooftop the previous evening, he 
was emitting an entirely new kind of killer intent—no, an entirely 
different aura overall. 

If one was to ask what exactly was different... 

“Your ‘resolve’ seems different, Naguma Sawarabi-kun.” 

Soushiki, however, refused to let those feelings of unease show 
in his expression and adamantly swallowed them down, speaking 
with a glib air that gave no whiff of his injuries. 


“So? What brings you here? After you fled so disgracefully just 
yesterday, don’t tell me you’re already back for a rematch. I was 
under the impression we’d settled the match quite decisively, so I 
hope you're not planning to tell me you weren’t satisfied with that 
fight, or something equally ridiculous.” 

The confidence of a victor. 

Right now, that was the only weapon Soushiki had at his 
disposal. 

In all honesty—now that the left half of his body had been 
paralyzed, if at all possible, he wanted to avoid another fight to the 
death against Naguma Sawarabi’s naginata. It would be a different 
story if Iori were there, and fighting was the only way to protect 
and save her—but there was no reason to push himself in this 
particular situation. He would be better off stalling for a little more 
time to recover his stamina. 

However. 

“...About your sister.” 

He disregarded Soushiki’s greeting... 

And held his naginata low. 

“...lori-san, was it?” 

“'..Yes, that’s right.” 

“T killed her.” 

He said it without batting an eye. 

His voice was cold enough to send shivers down the spine. 

Soushiki’s expression didn’t change. 

It didn’t change, but that was the most he could manage. 

He was rendered speechless. 

“What... do you mean?” After mustering all his strength, the 


question came out in a feeble voice. “Wasn’t Iori-chan... necessary 
for luring me out, an essential... and valuable hostage?” 


“That was what Brother had in mind—but I killed at her at my 
own discretion. I killed her according to my own discretion and 
bias.” As he spoke, he closed the distance between him and Soushiki 
bit by bit. “Hah. I should hope a psycho killer wouldn’t have the 
gall to complain about being killed.” 


“...Why?” 

Soushiki asked with the voice of a dead man. 
“Why... did you kill her?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” 


Terribly cold eyes. Ones that looked free of all worldly ties. Cold 
eyes ready to present the answer to any and all questions, cold eyes 
devoid of indecision or distress. 


“Because I’m a hitman—and I was made ‘like this,’ of course. ... 
What other reason do I need?” 


“...1 see.” 
Soushiki gave a quiet nod. 


He wore a sad, pained expression interlaced with a great deal of 
what was not anger—but resignation. 


“Tt seems you’ve washed your hands of something... I’m not sure 
what exactly you’ve washed your hands of, but it’s too bad. Truly a 
shame. To think you’d ‘passed,’ too... It really is incredibly 
unfortunate.” 


With that, Soushiki held Mind Render at the ready. 


“In that case—it’s time for me to do my part as a psycho killer, 
Naguma Sawarabi-kun.” 


“If you must.” 
But. 


Before he could finish his sentence, Soushiki sprang upon him. 
Unsteady on his feet and unable to use one of his arms and legs 
freely, he would be at a disadvantage in a drawn out battle. While 
there was no comparison to the illusory fight he’d just had with 
“her,” this too was an all-or-nothing match that had to be settled in 
one blow. Fortunately enough, the other man appeared plenty 
“motivated”—plenty “resolved,” so there was no need to worry 
about him fleeing a second time. 


It was a full-blown duel to the death. 
Victory and defeat would be decided in an instant. 


The deciding factor would be whether or not Soushiki could slip 
within the naginata’s territory—that single point alone. There was 
no chance Naguma would resort to a thrust like last time, so his 
attacks were restricted to slashes. If he couldn’t get within the range 


of one of those slashes, it was all over, and once he got in, it was all 
over. 


Either way, the end would be imminent. 

The plan was to take aim and unleash Mind Render with a spin. 

Naguma’s slash was still a good ways off. 

Aided by his long legs, he instantaneously moved out of the 
naginata’s range and within the reach of his giant scissors. Alright, 
now came the important part. Now he had to land a blow on the 
neck. At this distance, there was a chance that Naguma would once 
again make use of the shaft, countering with his bojutsu and jojutsu 
techniques—but he wouldn’t dodge it. He wouldn’t even try to 
dodge it. As long Naguma he didn’t attack with the blade, it 
wouldn’t be a fatal wound, and there were always casualties in a 
war; he didn’t mind giving up one, two, even three ribs. Let him 
have the bones of Mind Render as a souvenir for his sister. 

“...Ha!” 

And then. 

A chill ran through his abdomen. 

A sensation so cold it sent shivers down the spine. 

Mind Render’s blade came to a halt. 

“...Huh?” 

A blade had penetrated Soushiki’s right flank. 

It was the blade of a so-called Japanese sword. 

There was no naginata to be seen. Close by, what had looked 
like one lay abandoned on the ground. The covering that had been 
used to hide the sharp, cold blade had been discarded like a sheath. 

“Got you,” declared Naguma Sawarabi. 

No—he wasn’t Naguma Sawarabi. 

“A... A swordstick...?” 

Soushiki crumpled to the ground. 

As he did, he caught sight of the wound on the other man’s 
chest. And—while it was certainly eye-catching, it was an awfully 
shallow injury. There was no way—no way that wound had been 
made by Mind Render. 

“Y... You're...” 


“My name is Hawatari Sawarabi.” 
In an awfully cold voice—and with an awfully cold gaze. 
In a cold and silent motion, the man extracted his sword. 


“’,.1 am the brother of the man you know as Naguma. We are 
what is commonly referred to as ‘identical twins.” 


With that, he shook the blood off his long sword, leapt 
backwards, and put distance between himself and Soushiki. 
Soushiki continued to slowly crumple on the spot, crouching down 
against the tree behind him. With a dumbfounded expression, as 
though he couldn’t believe what was happening—Soushiki stared at 
Hawatari. 


“That expression of yours—I would have liked to show it to my 
foolish brother.” Hawatari’s voice, at any rate, was cold. “Since that 
can’t be done... at the very least, perhaps I should relay your 
thoughts to him. Mind Render. What, may I ask, are you feeling 
right now?” 
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After declining to respond to Hawatari’s question, eventually, he 
gave a feeble chuckle. 


“The ‘twin swap’ trick... Using that can really tick people off 
nowadays, Hawatari-kun.” 


No wonder his “resolve” had seemed different. He was an 
entirely different person, so it would be far more questionable if it 
had seemed the same. As twins, everything from their appearance— 
naturally—to their voice was completely identical, and they could 
easily match their outfits and external injuries—but there was no 
way to make their minute mannerisms and overall aura the same. 


“T am well aware of how hackneyed a method it is. But clichés 
like this work best on your kind.” 


“.,.So that archaic fashion sense was a tool to encourage my 
‘impressions’—my ‘preconceptions.’ He wasn’t dressed that way out 
of personal preference... I see.” More and more blood gushed from 
the wound. Soushiki set Mind Render aside and forcibly stopped the 
flow of blood by applying pressure to the injured area. “I assume 
you generally dress yourself in a completely contrasting style, ‘Big 
Bro’? While considering it camouflage or what have you.” 


“Correct.” 


Hawatari answered indifferently. He let his hair down from its 
ponytail, then gathered that long hair and hid it underneath a skull- 
marked baseball cap he had taken out from inside his shirt. 


“This trick is, so to speak, our ace in the hole and our trump 
card. I wouldn’t resort to this method if my opponent were anyone 
other than you.” 


“_,.1 suppose old lady Tokinomiya made for good 
foreshadowing.” Soushiki gave a grim smile. “Two ‘substitutions’ in 
a row. I didn’t think you would use the same trick twice. Honestly 
—honestly now, this was a job well done. Well done—is all I can 
really say about it.” 
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Unsatisfied with how strangely calm Soushiki was for a man 
bearing a fatal wound, Hawatari scowled in suspicion. 


“But still—you’re awfully unconcerned with appearances, 
Hawatari-kun, or should I say ‘Sawarabi’-san. Using Marionettes, 
taking hostages, turning to a Cursing Name for help, and at the end 
of it all, resorting to foul play. Your ancestors must be turning in 
their graves.” 


“Tf you intend to whine about cowardice or trickery, allow me to 
argue that you are entirely mistaken. What we are partaking in is a 
fight to the death. I find it more perplexing that you would bring 
your own arbitrary rules into it.” 


“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I told you, didn’t I? This was a 
job well done.” Soushiki’s wry smile didn’t falter. “The swordstick 
scheme was incredible. Hiding a short-range sword inside a mid- 
range weapon wasn’t a bad idea at all. And most of all, your choice 
of taunt was perfect—that nonsense about you killing Iori-chan, I 
mean.” 


“Tm sorry to tell you this, but that part was the truth,” Hawatari 
replied flatly. “Most likely, my little brother is disposing of her as 
we speak. I tried to stop him, but he refused to listen. I gather that 
something happened during his fight with you. Does that ring any 
bells?” 


“Well now... Did I say something wrong, I wonder?” Soushiki 
fought with his aching body and forced his shoulders into a shrug. 
“By the way—Hawatari-kun. I have a favor to ask of you.” 


“ ,.What? If you mean to beg for your life, don’t waste your 
time.” 


“Don’t be silly. I have cigarettes in my inner pocket; could you 
get one out and let me have a smoke? I can’t move my left arm, and 
as you can see, I have to use my right arm to apply pressure to the 
wound, or else I’ll die of blood loss.” 


“...What are you scheming?” 


“T’m not scheming anything. I missed my chance to have one 
earlier, is all... I just want a smoke before I die, as a way of 
posturing.” Then, as if it had just occurred to him, he added, “Hold 
it now, spare me the finishing blow. Just look at this injury; you 
soundly impaled my liver. By all accounts, this is a fatal wound. 
Just stand there and watch over my last moments, if you would. 
That’s your right as the victor.” 


“’..I fail to understand.” 

As Hawatari spoke, he sounded increasingly dubious. 

“T will ask you once more. What are you scheming? Fatal though 
it may be, that wound is not enough to kill you instantly. You 
should still be able to fight. Why do you not pick up those scissors?” 

“T don’t kill needlessly,” answered Soushiki. 

In a way that sounded somehow drained. 

In a way that sounded somehow desolate. 

In a way that sounded somehow hesitant. 


“You may not believe me, of course... But the truth is, I don’t 
want to kill anyone. ...’ve had enough of murder.” 


“...Those hardly sound like the words of a psycho killer. And 
not just any psycho killer, but the Zerozaki Family’s ‘Twentieth 
Hell,’ Mind Render.” 


“Good point. I’m considered an eccentric even among the 
Zerozaki, after all... Right, to answer the question you asked earlier 
—Hawatari-kun. Right now... I don’t feel too bad.” 
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“Allow me to thank you. I’m grateful to you, Hawatari 
Sawarabi-kun. Thank you for disregarding the danger it would put 
you in, and for exhausting every method you had at your disposal... 


“Thank you for going through all that to kill me.” 


With this—he could finally find peace. 


Observing the genuinely relieved expression on Soushiki’s face, 
Hawatari shot him a displeased glance—as though he were looking 
at something repulsive. His gaze was no longer something that 
could be described as frosty or cold; his eyes were filled with a 
visceral disgust he made no effort to hide. 


And in truth—Hawatari likely didn’t understand. He couldn’t 
begin to surmise the true intent behind those words of Soushiki’s, 
which made it sound as if he desired his own death. For the sour 
grapes of a dying loser, it was an awfully involved performance. 


“Truly unsightly—truly the worst. I didn’t go through the 
trouble of a surprise attack so I could watch you die with such a 
peaceful look on your face.” 


“Heheh. What, did you want me to die full of resentment? What 
a gloomy man. But unfortunately for you—that’s the key difference 
between the Zerozaki and the Niounomiya.” 


Soushiki spoke. His words were mixed with blood. But he paid 
that no mind—and continued to talk. 


“In fact, it’s precisely because you resorted to such methods that 
I can feel at ‘peace’... There’s no way my family would lose to such 
a coward.” 
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Soushiki grinned. 


“When my ‘enemy’ is a monster like ‘her,’ I can’t allow myself 
die at any cost—but if it’s just you, it’ll be an easy win for anyone 
in the Family. Hah—and you claimed that my cute, cute little sister 
had been scythed down by Naguma-kun, didn’t you? Impossible. 
That was little more than a delusion of grandeur; I’m convinced of 
that now. My little sister would never be killed by the brother of a 
coward like you.” 

“...Very well. Say as you will.” 

With those words, Hawatari sat down cross-legged on the 
ground. He was about three meters away from Soushiki, outside the 
range of either of their weapons. Leaving that much space between 
them, Hawatari Sawarabi faced Soushiki Zerozaki. 


“Then I will allow Naguma to have the finishing blow. His 
grudge against the Zerozaki runs deep—he was extraordinarily 
attached to Yumiya, after all. If he kills that girl, and then gets to 
kill you, ’m sure it will be some amount of consolation. ...Of 
course, that’s supposing youre still alive when he gets here.” 


“Supposing I’m still alive... hm?” 


“If you make any unnecessary movements, I will kill you on the 
spot.” 


“Tf possible, I’'d prefer you let me go out peacefully... Well, the 
one to make it here will be Iori-chan, so I suppose it doesn’t 
matter...” 


Soushiki spoke. 

Hawatari fell silent. 

He couldn’t move his left arm. He couldn’t use his right arm. 

He couldn’t move his left leg. But his right leg... 

...No, that wouldn’t work, either. 

It was clear by now that Hawatari wasn’t the kind of opponent 
that could be taken down with just one leg. The Sawarabi had 
thought up all sorts of schemes, but even if they hadn’t, and even if 
Soushiki were in peak condition, it would have been a tough fight, 
with Hawatari more than matching him in skill. Even without the 
geographical advantage and the presence of a hostage, Hawatari 
was just that capable. That had to be the case, or else schemes or 
no, he wouldn’t have managed to settle things so quickly and so 
neatly. 

The Sawarabi must have known that themselves. 

The reason they devised all those schemes regardless... 

That was because the Zerozaki Family was a group. 

They had to fight with their backs to the wall. 

But the Zerozaki had family who could take up their mantle. 

That disparity. 

That difference. 

Even if Soushiki died—even if he passed on, there were twenty 
other people who could carry out his dying wish. 

So he wasn’t afraid to die. 


If he died, he would be succeeded... 
And so, it would never be over. 


“ .-Goodness,” mumbled Soushiki, quietly enough that Hawatari 
couldn’t hear it. 


The girl in the knit cap came to mind. 
lori-chan. 


I had so many more things I wanted to teach you—but it seems 
this is the end for me. 


You... shouldn’t come here. 

Run away. 

It’s okay for you to run away. 

You might still have somewhere to run. 
I’ve come to an impasse. 

I’ve hit a dead end. 


Since it would seem he’s somewhere close by, you should meet 
up with my little brother, who I never managed to find in the end— 
and the two of you should find another path. Hitoshiki would never 
force you into becoming a Zerozaki, I’m sure. He may be a little 
brat whose only redeeming feature is a cute face, and it’s his fault 
you were chased out of your everyday life in the first place, but he’s 
not a bad guy. 


Iori-chan. 

You are a possibility. 

You are... hope. 

Please... 

Don’t kill anyone. 

“ ..Heh.” 

A smile of uncharacteristic self-derision rose to Soushiki’s face. 

“I... really wanted a little sister, though...” 
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A certain figure dashed through the woods. 

“ ..Hah, hah, hah...” 


Gasping for breath, but with an uncompromising intensity, a 
certain figure dashed through the woods. With the confident gait of 


one with a clear destination in mind, someone ran frantically 
through the dense forest. 


“...U-Ugh...” 


With a cry, they slipped on the ground, muddied by the 
humidity, and gracelessly fell over. It was as if the very atmosphere 
of the forest, sealed off by the Tokinomiya’s barrier, was trying to 
prevent that figure from reaching their destination. 


“..Hehehe.” 
Laughing, they rose to their feet. 
Was that figure Naguma Sawarabi? 


Was it the figure of Naguma Sawarabi, running to his brother’s 
side, driven by revenge, ready to deal the finishing blow to Soushiki 
Zerozaki? 


No. 

It wasn’t. 

The figure was wearing a red knit cap. 

A sailor uniform stained red with her own blood. 


Nothing remained of her right arm from the wrist down. She 
had used something like an elastic string to seal the wound and stop 
the flow of blood, but it refused to stop completely, continuing to 
trickle from the stump. 


Her other hand wasn’t unharmed, either; all five fingernails had 
been torn off. But rather than trembling with pain, that hand firmly, 
assuredly gripped the handle of a dagger. 


It was Iori Mutou. 
“ ..Hehe, hehehe.” 


She wiped the mud off her skirt, then broke into a run once 
more. Indeed, with confidence, as though she had a clear 
destination. 


Her destination... 

Of course, it did not lie outside the forest. 
She had no reason to go anywhere like that. 
“ ..Hehe, hehe, hehehe.” 

She ran. 

She ran. 


Facing forward. 
No backing down, no shrinking away, no losing heart. 
Without averting her eyes, without turning away. 
Refusing to run from anything. 
Dragging her delicate, deteriorating body the whole way. 
“Wait for me, Big Bro...” 
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And as for Naguma Sawarabi... 


Inside the prefab hut, all by himself, all alone, he stood 
dumbfounded. A huge amount of blood poured ceaselessly from his 
right shoulder. If it didn’t stop it quickly enough, he could die of 
blood loss, or at the very least, he was bound to lose consciousness. 


But he didn’t move a muscle. 

Another person’s hand was laying on the ground nearby. 
Iori’s hand. 

Iori Mutou’s hand, which Naguma had severed. 
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After he cut it off, Iori had let out a scream and begun to thrash 
underneath Naguma like a madwoman. Seeing as everything from 
her wrist down was gone, that was a natural response. But Naguma 
hadn’t been content with that reaction. He wasn’t happy at all. He 
didn’t feel satisfied at all. On the contrary, he felt like he hadn’t 
done nearly enough. Resolving to make quick work of her other 
wrist next, he had risen halfway to his feet... 


When a blade came raining down from above. 
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To be more specific, it was the dagger that had been wedged in 
a ceiling beam. 

It was the dagger that Naguma had given to Iori, and then 
knocked towards the ceiling using his naginata. 

That dagger, which should have been wedged deep into the 
ceiling beam—thanks to Iori struggling hard enough to shake the 
entire hut, using her arms, her legs, and her whole body, and in any 
case, as violently as she possibly could—had fallen out. 

And that blade had pierced Naguma’s shoulder. 


He could tell it had cut the muscle. 
“What unbelievably... ‘good luck.” 


“Good luck”... Although he called it as much, Naguma knew full 
well that it wasn’t that at all. “It” was the same as what had 
allowed him to escape from Mind Render on the roof of that 
apartment building—something entirely different from luck. 


The “qualifications” to survive a dire situation by the skin of 
your teeth. 


The “qualifications” of one who is destined to survive. 
Iori had those. 

More so than Naguma... Iori had been chosen. 
Indeed, she had been chosen. 


The girl supposedly had no choices and no say in anything—but 
perhaps what that truly meant was that she herself had been 
chosen, and she herself had been selected. 


“ ,.And the Zerozaki...” 


It had looked like she was just thrashing about due to the pain 
of her plucked nails and her inability to bear the hopeless situation 
—but that action, too, had been nothing more than a means to 
“murder.” 


How repulsive. 
How repulsive. 
How repulsive. 
It surpassed even the horror of the Tokinomiya. 


It was too late now—she had grown out of control. Almost 
certainly, she was even more impossible to handle than Mind 
Render. It wasn’t her nails that had fended off Mind Render 
underneath that bridge. 


It was her existence. 

It was her talent. 

Truly—it was hopeless. 

“After being shown a ‘talent’ like that—after being shown an 
‘existence’ like that—it’s easy to see why a guy like me would ‘fail.”” 

After murmuring that to himself, Naguma finally began to 
move. 


His right arm wouldn’t move. The whole thing must have been 
cut, from the muscle to the tendon to the nerve. It was safe to 
assume he would never be able to use that arm the same way again. 
But that was fine—after going up against a psycho killer, a 
Zerozaki, he was fortunate just to have escaped with his life. 


He went to pick up the naginata he had dropped. 


It was his longtime companion; in a sense, more of a partner 
than either of his two siblings. He couldn’t bring himself to part 
with it yet. But still, with his arm as it was now, he had no choice 
but to give up on the “hitman” business. 


He found the thought oddly refreshing. 

With this—did he no longer have to kill? 

That’s right. He was different from a Zerozaki. 

If he wanted to die, he could die. 

If he wanted to kill, he could kill... 

And if he didn’t want to kill, he didn’t have to kill. 
If something was hopeless... 

There was no need to do anything about it. 


Perhaps nothing had to be done about hopeless things; perhaps 
they were something that could be left as is. At the very least—they 
simply were what they were. 


The way things were. 
All he had to do was accept the way things were. 


Holding himself to a different standard was only bound to get 
him hurt. 


He had to accept things the way they were. 

And if he did that—he’d have the chance to choose again. 
He’d have the chance to learn. 

And one day—he would figure out the answer. 

That’s all. 

That’s all there was to it. 

“Say, Yumiya-san... Were you the same way?” 

Then, just as Naguma Sawarabi let out that fragile whisper. 
There came the creak of the door to the hut opening. 


Naguma whipped around to see who it was. 

Had Iori returned? 

Or had Mind Render finally arrived? 

There was always the possibility that the two had come 
together. 

Or, no, was it the man who had taken them both down, his 
brother, Hawatari Sawarabi? 

“...YO.” 

...It wasn’t any of those people. 

It was a boy with an unusual appearance. 

He wasn’t particularly tall. His long, dyed hair was held back in 
a ponytail, and the ears peeking out from his hair were adorned 
with cell phone straps and a triad of piercings, among other things. 
What drew the eye most of all was the marking on his face, slightly 
obscured by his stylish sunglasses: a sinister tattoo. 

“T’m a little lost, so if you don’t mind, Id like you to tell me the 
way—oh, not that I’m asking you to tell me the meaning of life or 
anything.” 

After saying that, the boy laughed, “Kahaha.” 

But Naguma didn’t laugh at his joke. 

There was no way he could laugh. 

His grip on the naginata in his left hand tightened. 

This kid. This boy. 

This... Zerozaki. 

“Truth is, ’m looking for my older brother. Based on what I 
heard from some witnesses, I think he’s somewhere inside this 
forest park. But this forest is nuts, like some really convoluted 
maze, so I’m having a bit of a hard time here. I feel like a memory 
card in the middle of saving. In other words, I can’t pull myself out 
of this mess.” 
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“Oh, wait, are you lost, too? Ah-ah-ah. That’s the kinda look 
you’ve got on your face right now. Hm? Hold on a sec, you’re hurt. 
Did you fall down or something? That’s a lot of blood. Let me have 
a look at it; I’m good at stopping bleeding and stuff.” 


As he made his carefree commentary, the tattooed boy took a 
step inside the hut. 


The feeling of calm that had enveloped Naguma until just 
moments ago dispersed like a fog. The urge to kill began to well up 
inside him. Began to writhe inside him. Began to clamor inside him. 
Almost as if Naguma had transformed into a Zerozaki himself—he 
felt a furious, hopeless... urge to kill. 


He sprung himself at the boy. 


Wielding his naginata with one hand—Naguma rushed towards 
the boy with the face tattoo. There was a little more than three 
meters of distance between them. If he could close that gap by just 
one more meter, the tattooed boy would be within range of 
Naguma’s naginata. 


He’d kill him. He’d kill him. 

He’d kill him! 

“...Hey, that’s dangerous.” 

Despite saying that, the boy with the face tattoo didn’t move. 

Or at the very least, he looked like he hadn’t moved. 

However—as for Naguma. 

After moving about ten centimeters, he came to a stop. 

No, to be more precise, he hadn’t stopped. 

In accordance with the principle of inertia, his severed head, his 
severed left arm, his severed right arm, his severed chest, his 
severed left leg, his severed right leg, the five severed fingers of his 
right hand, and the five fingers of his left hand that still clutched 
his naginata didn’t stop. 

But his life had come to a stop. 

Hopelessly so—it had been stopped. 

Before the boy with the face tattoo, with thud after thud after 
thud, the pieces of Naguma Sawarabi fell to the ground one by one. 

“Sorry. Looks like I killed ya, Mr. Fodder Character.” 

The boy looked down on the spectacle with complete 
indifference. 

“This thing’s a real riot, isn’t it? This here, you see... it’s called a 
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‘Tightrope.’”” Upon further inspection, the area around the tattooed 
boy caught the light and glistened, as if something like a superfine 
thread were strung there. “When I use it, it’s got a range of about 
three meters. But I’ve heard people who are really good can reach 
up to ten or twenty meters.” 


There, the tattooed boy noticed that there was one extra hand 
among the fallen parts. After gathering up all three of them, he held 
on to the one that appeared to belong to a different person, and 
threw the other two back on the floor. 


“Hm...? This is... a girl’s right hand.” 


The tattooed boy gazed at the hand with a great deal of interest. 
Given the serious look on his face, he must have been deep in 
thought. He appeared to have noticed both that there was not a 
single fingernail on the hand, and that there were a total of ten 
fingernails scattered around the floor, presumably left there after 
they were forcibly removed. 


“Okay, I see what went down here. The naginata guy got the 
wound on his shoulder in a fight. So, after having her hand cut off, 
the ‘girl’ still managed to come out victorious... and ran away right 
before I got here?” 


As he tilted his head to the side and muttered to himself, in an 
artless motion, the tattooed boy shoved the severed hand into one 
of his vest pockets. 


“But why would she make a break for it right after winning? 
Hmm... No, I guess ‘running away’ isn’t the only possibility. In 
other words, to that ‘girl,’ this guy here wasn’t the ‘end goal’—and 
there’s someone out there she still has to beat, or still has to win 
against? Or maybe—someone she has to protect...?” 


The tattooed boy gave a snort. 


“Either way, wherever there’s the smell of blood, there’s Bro. I 
better hurry up; yesterday I killed a number of people... wait, how 
many was it again? Well, anyway, I killed a bunch of people, so if 
my luck’s bad, that ‘demon slayer’ might catch up to me real soon. 
She might’ve already found me, even... so I’d better take off lickety- 
split.” 

Following the trail of evenly spaced blood stains on the floor, 
which had presumably been left by the owner of the severed hand, 
the tattooed boy headed for the door. Once he’d taken half a step 


out of the hut, he turned around as if something had just occurred 
to him, and glanced over at the dismembered corpse of the naginata 
user. 

“’,.Come to think of it...” 

There, he tilted his head with a puzzled look. 

“Judging from the way he yelled my name and rushed at me, 
this fodder character must have known me from somewhere... but 
who the hell was that guy?” 

(Naguma Sawarabi—Failed) 
(Chapter 8—The End) 


Chapter 9: Sawarabi Hawatari (3) 
A natural gift, but not something people are born with 
That’s how Sawarabi Naguma described it. 


Something inevitable 
That’s how Sawarabi Naguma described it. 
Mutou Iori pondered over the meaning of those words. 


Basically, it was something along the lines of talent. 


If talent doesn’t come into bloom, even if it was there, it won’t 
ever be manifested. It’s easy to come to the conclusion that it would 
be the same as if it never existed, the same as if it were never there, 
and something that shouldn’t be there in the first place!_|L_la vague, 
unreliable existence. But still, in some form or another, it was 
something every person possessed. 


If you were to ask those people about it, from their point of 
view, most likely, being a Zerozaki is synonymous with having the 
talent for killing. Surely, that’s how they saw it. That’s how they 
defined it, and that’s how they saw it. 


However, Zerozaki Soushiki denied that. 
From the outset, he denied it. 

Not talent, but nature [disposition]. [1] 

The difference between talent and nature. 


I don’t think there’s any obvious distinction between the two, 
but I do at least think that they’re closer to each other than 
“passion” is to “love”. 


I don’t have a dictionary at the moment (and I don’t think it’d 
be of much use anyways), but if I were to decide it myself_|LI’d say 
nature is a concept that’s a level beneath talent. It’s not by much, but 
it’s because it’s something more physical rather than metaphysical. 
If talent is something relative, then nature is something objective; if 
talent is something abstract, then nature is something 
concretel_| Ithat’s the difference, that’s what separates those two 
concepts. That’s what I think. 


Therefore. 
Therefore, it makes sense that! 


It’s not that you’re born a psychotic killer|_|_la demonic killer. [2] 
There’s no way one could be born a psychotic killer. 

It’s a matter of practicality. 

It’s just that they’re more skilled than normal people. 

Like being able to run fast. 

Like being fast at calculating. 

It’s just that their base stats are higher than other people’s. 


It’s not like you have to become a runner just because you can 
run fast, and it’s not like you have to become a mathematician just 
because you're fast at calculating. It’s also not like every runner was 
always able to run fast, and it’s also not like every mathematician is 
fast at doing calculations. There are first-rate professionals unfit for 
what they do, and third-rate professionals fit for what they do. 
Without a doubt, those abstractions exist in this world. Or rather, 
most of the time, in the majority of cases, that’s how things are. 


Which is why nature has nothing to do with a person’s future. 
It’s like the variations in phase transition. 

Quantizing directions. 

A phase transition point. 

Possibility. 

Soushiki talked of hope. 

Hope an isolated psychotic killer could never hope to be. 

But that’s also biased, distorted. 

Soushiki’s theory also has its flaws. 


This might seem too forced or too arbitrary of an explanation, 
but\__lregardless of Soushiki’s or Iori’s nature, had they just 
repressed that predisposition, they wouldn’t have turned into 
demonic killers. Ever since the moment Iori embraced her nature, I 
don’t think there’d be anything in her that could be described as 
possibility or hope. Soushiki asked her something along the lines of 
“how were you able to endure living without killing people?”, but 
the truth is that those things have nothing to do with each other. 
Now, the only ones who can truly be referred to as hope, as 
possibility 

Are the ignorant. 


The ones unaware of their own nature. 
In deep slumber, unaware that they’re sleeping. 
A natural gift, but not something people are born with. 


Hope, possibility, those are formless. You don’t see them, you 
don’t perceive them, you don’t know of them, you shouldn’t see 
them, you shouldn’t perceive them, and you mustn’t know of 
them. 


Only then can it be called hope. 


Soushiki failed to comprehend that. 
And ended up with nothing but some absurd idealism. 


That’s not what I am 


And that’s not something I need. 
4 + 


In that forest, which remained dark even with the sun at its 
brightest, the two men sat, facing each other. 


One of them wore traditional Japanese clothing which seemed 
out of place even for a martial arts practitioner, and an ill-matched 
baseball cap marked with a skull in its center. Under his arm, he 
carried a long sword [tachi]. With coldly detached, coldly silent 
eyes, eyes which evoked the image of sharp icicles, with a know-it- 
all expression, he stared at the man in front of him. 


It was Sawarabi Hawatari, known as Blood-Purple Chaos. 


The other had oddly long limbs, with a physique reminiscent of 
a wireframe model. The man was extremely exhausted, and his face 
was covered in sweat. On his abdomen ran a deep sword cut, 
clearly related to his condition. Although he was pressing the 
wound in an attempt to contain the bleeding, the blood flow 
showed no signs of stopping, as the wound had pierced his internal 
organs. His business suit, which didn’t fit him at all, was soaked red 
in blood. Next to his right leg, a large pair of scissors lay on the 
ground. 


Those scissors, as well as its user, Zerozaki Soushiki, are known 
as Mind Render [Suicidal Tendencies]. 


“Suicidal Tendencies\_||even though I had never once thought of 
suicide.” 


Soushiki muttered weakly. Meanwhile, Hawatari showed no 
reaction to those words. He showed no reaction_|| however, it 
appeared as though he were listening. Still, he showed no reaction. 


Not caring about that, Soushiki continued. Dialogue or 
soliloquy, to him, it made no difference. 
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sabaae If you hate living, just die’. When people say that, don’t 
you think that’s jumping the gun a little too much? If someone 
wants to die, it’s their choice. But if a person doesn’t want to keep 
living|_|_lis death really the only option? If ‘despair is the conclusion 
of fools’, then disillusionment is the conclusion of the wise. Don’t 


you also wonder who it is that ends up with hope as their 
conclusion?” 


“T assume your consciousness will start to get hazy soon.” With 
an expression that didn’t display any particular emotion, Hawatari 
stated. Before that happens, to pass time, let me ask you this, Mind 
Render: to you, to the Zerozaki, what meaning is there to murder?” 


“Meaning? The meaning...... of murder...... a 


“Yumiyal || used to ask this quite often. “What does it mean to 
kill?”, and other things along those lines. Truly insignificant 
questions. Questions for which there’s almost certainly no clear 
answer. However! _|l_lit came to me that perhaps you, as a member of 
the Zerozaki Clan, would hold the answer to them.” 


“Meaning! | |there is no such thing as a meaning to murder. 
This\_l_lis a disease. A terrible disease for which there is no cure.” 


eee cc ccccce 


“Since you mentioned your sister, I should alsol_|_\if only a little, 
talk about my little brother. The bow user, Sawarabi 
Yumiya’s|_|| murderer. Yeah, in regards to that, it might be that I 
owe an apology to you people. Naguma-kun’s sense of justice...... I 
do respect it, after all.” 


“Spare me the flattery. But keep talking about your little 
brother. Information on the Zerozaki Clan is something that fits my 
interests. And talk fast. After all, even if you’re lucky, your life will 
be over in under thirty minutes.” 


“Thirty minutes|_|_ithat’s almost too much. It annoys me, really. 
Like life.” Said Soushiki with a bitter smile. “|| /Umm, that little 
brother of mine. His name is Zerozaki Hitoshiki. No nicknames, 
unlike me. He’s the Zerozaki Clan’s prodigy([3]. There’s a tattoo on 
his face and...... z 


“His exterior does not matter. Talk about his interior.” 


eae That kid|__|he’s something else when compared to me. 
Among the Zerozaki, it’s like he’s gifted. How should I put it! /?’m 
not particularly fond of wordplay, but, if I’m the most different 
[itan] of the Zerozaki, then my brother is the most archetypical 
[kyokutan]. The logical extreme of what it means to be a Zerozaki. 
He doesn’t enjoy, and neither does he loathe, the act of killing. He 
just_l_las if it were obvious, as if it were natural, as if it were the 


norm|_|_’because that’s how things are’, he just kills.” 


rere "Because that’s how things are.” 
Hawatari repeated Soushiki’s words. 


“The meaning _|_'still isn’t clear to me. What you're stating still 
applies to the Sawarabi. Naguma is always saying! _|_ that we are all 
like that. That is also how we kill people. A Killing Name mustn’t 
bring unnecessary emotions to the act of killing. But the Zerozaki 
Clani_|| [the Demonic Killers, among the Killing Names, aren’t they the 
ones who come closer to killing for pleasure?” 


“That’s a misinterpretation. A misinterpretation which could 
only originate from a biased point of view. Whenever I hear such 
things, I’m overcome by sadness. Say, Hawatari-kun. Do you know 
how to define the feeling of sadness?” 


cece ccc cccee 


“Sadness\_|_lis sadness. It’s simply not something that can be 
described by words. No matter how many words you put together, 
you wouldn’t be able to explain the way we of the Zerozaki Clan 
feel...... huh? Oh.” 


For a second, Soushiki’s head slumped down. It seemed as 
though his consciousness had slipped for a moment. But again, 
fearless, he stared at Hawatari. 


ns iaehe Murdertr...... To a Zerozaki, it’s trivial. It’s the same as 
nothing. It’s the same as nothing. It’s the same as nothing. Feel free 
to interpret those words however you see fit. And, I’ll go ahead and 
clarify this....... that’s not just my personal opinion, but a consensus 
in the Zerozaki Clan. When my brother killed your sister, his motive 
was likely just something like that.” 


“So you’re saying that Yumiya’s death|_|| was meaningless.” 
“That’s right.” 

“And that Naguma’s grudge! _|_lis also meaningless.” 

“That’s right.” 

“So our actions|_||_ were all meaningless.” 

“That’s right.” 

Zerozaki Soushiki agreed. 


“Tt’s not just about there being no meaning...... Honestly, and I 
say this out of empathy towards you three, it’ll just backfire. One 


hundred percent it’ll backfire. There might be no point in warning 
you about this, but_|| [Hawatari-kun, you know what'll happen, 
right? If you kill me...... you won’t survive. Even if you manage to 
escape from this place, even if your plan succeeds\_/| [the moment I 
die, every Zerozaki other than me will move to exterminate the 
Sawarabi. Can you imagine yourself surviving with every member of 
the Zerozaki Clan against you? And with only your brother as an 
ally.” 


Ecefien I have allies other than him, and that’s not just counting 
that Tokinomiya you killed.” 


“Is that so? Then that’s the worst-case scenario, Hawatari-kun. 
The Niounomiya Troupe and the Zerozaki Clan|_|_jit’ll become a war 
between two Killing Names...... and yet you, the Sawarabi, don’t care 
if that happens. All for the sake of a single person. All for the 
sakel_|_lof your little sister.” 


“Tf that’s the worst-case scenariol||_I couldn’t ask for better. 
Don’t misunderstand, Mind Render. I’m not as sentimental as you 
seem to think”, said Hawatari, calmly and coldly. “Yumiya’s 
revenge. || ‘that’s Naguma’s motivation. The sentimentalism my 
siblings share is nonexistent in me. My motive is ambition. For I 
have no desire for the Sawarabi to forever remain as a Tokinomiya 
branch family.” 


cc 


Seeming tired, hanging his head, Soushiki nodded. 


a 


sdianws I wonder how I should go about your grading. That 
motive!_| land these methods. There’s no doubt I’d usually consider 
it a failure...... but considering the state I’m in, I guess it’d just 
sound like sours grapes.” 


“Of course.” 
Hawatari responded. 


“In the first place, a being as loathsome as a Demonic Killer 
having an exam for his adversaries is laughable. You take this world 
too lightly. Did you really think that Il that Sawarabi Naguma 
wouldn’t already have prepared countermeasures for all the things 
you’ve just warned me about?” 


“TIsn’t that just that you’ll hide my corpse, disguise yourself as 
me, and then make contact with the Zerozaki Clan? After all, you 


could borrow the skills of the Tokinomiya to disguise yourself 
convincingly. That’s assuming your allies in the Tokinomiya aren’t 
limited to just that granny, but that seems likely, even though I’m 
not aware of any interests the Sawarabi and the Tokinomiya might 
have in common.” 


“How absurd. It’s the complete oppositel_|_Ifinding people who 
bear no grudge against the Zerozaki is what’s difficult in this world.” 


“T wonder about that. The Zerozaki Clan has a record of 
complete annihilation when it comes to dealing with those it 
opposes! while fear might remain, grudge does not. Cases like 
yours are an exception. Nothing but a result of my little brother’s 
clumsiness.” 


“Clumsiness? Of course. How peculiar for the Zerozaki.“ 


ON GS i cius I agree. I thought I’d taught him better than that, but it 
was clearly too soon to leave that brat unsupervised...... though I 
won't be able to take care of him anymore...... gotta make sure 
someone takes over that role...... by the way, Hawatari-kun. Would 
it be alright for me to ask you a favor?” 


A aie What?” 


“If you happen...... and he should be around here, so I think the 
chances are fairly high!|_lif you happen to encounter my little 
brother, before you take revenge for Yumiya-san, I want you to tell 
him something. That to mel /To Zerozaki Soushiki, having a little 
brother like you gave him a fair...... a fair amount...... of happiness. 
And so...... that he apologizes, but that it seems like he won’t be 
able to pass down his scissors. That he feels bad...... for breaking his 
promise.” 


eee ere c cr cccccccce 


Hawatari didn’t attempt to hide the displeasure he felt while 
hearing those words. 


It had been over ten minutes since he slashed Soushiki’s 
abdomen. He had been sure that the man in front of him would 
crumble as he approached his death. That he’d plead for his life 
pathetically, that he’d beg Hawatari for forgiveness|_|__|that’s all that 
passed through his mind. It was only once that happened that 
Hawatari could truly feel relieved, that he could feel like he had 
won, and that he’d deliver the final blow on Zerozaki Soushiki. 


But then why||_!does he look. 
Increasingly._||_ lat peace? 


He even worries about my future. 


Almost like the death\_|_ of someone enlightened. 


How can this man 


be considered a demonic killer? 


Are my eyes|_|| \deceiving me? 


(4 


wAieee That’s wrong 


”? 
. 


He shook his head. 


Hawatari had seen 


for himself the way this man decapitated 


Kagawa Yasumichi and later six marionettes. He’d also seen the 
wound on his younger brother Naguma’s chest, and just now he’d 
managed to take a peek at the brutally murdered corpse of the old 


lady Tokinomiya. 


That was a demon 


a demon of killing. Zerozaki Soushiki, 


while appearing unconcerned, while appearing not to feel any 
guilty, as if “that’s how things were”, he turned humans back into 
things. As Naguma described it, “like that” || lhe cut those bodies 


into pieces. 


But then! how could you explain these final moments? 


In the final moments, those words. 


To die. 


Those words of Yumiyal_lof my little sister. 


What does it mean 


to die? 


They kept recurring in Hawatari’s head. 


Yumiya’s question 


There is no clear answer to it. 


Nor is there a need to answer it. 


And so, there is no 


need to ask it either. 


And if you don’t ask, you don’t have to think about it. 


Neither Yumiya 


nor Naguma. 


It’s not like they didn’t know. 


That in this world 


Some things are inevitable. 


How could you ask those questions |when you knew? 


Or maybe 


It’s because you knew | Ithat you had to ask? 


cc 


ere What are you? 

“A Zerozaki. You didn’t get that part yet?” 
Smugly, he laughed. 

Again he laughed. 

In his final moments, again he laughed. 
Still he laughed. 

In the abyss of death, still he laughed. 

a egawuk "Tis enough.” 

Carrying his sword, Hawatari stood up. 
How unpleasant. 


After leading the Zerozaki’s Clan famed Mind Render to his 
death....... why is it that I can’t help but feel this sense!_||_ of defeat? 


So nonsensicali_||_lit’s unpleasant. 


So absolutel_|_lit’s unpleasant. 


So incredibly contradictory‘ _|_lit’s unpleasant. 
How truly appalling. 

It’s not in the darkness that they kill. 

They kill in broad daylight. 

“You bastards|_|_|” 


Pure bloodlust, and nothing other than that |that’s how they 
had been described to him, and that’s what Hawatari believed in. 
And yet, the more he looked at the man in front of him, the more it 
seemed like bloodlust didn’t even exist in the Zerozaki Clan. 


If that’s how it is|_|_|then nothing can be done about it. 
That thing. 

That Evil. [4] 

It’s filthy’ 
“T’m done holding back 
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Hawatari readied his sword. 


(T4 


Here and now, I shall bring everything to an end.” 
Then. 


At that moment. 


From the bushes behind Sawarabi Naguma, thunderously, a 
shadow plunged towards him. 


It held a dagger in its hand. 
Its other hand had been severed off. 


With a sailor uniform dyed red in blood and a red knit cap, 
while letting out a roar at the top of her lungs, the girl thrust that 
dagger towards Hawatari’s back. 


Her form was no longer that of a human. 
Almost like. 

It was almost like. 

A demon. 

A demon of killing. 


“DARAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!” 


That figurel_|_iwas Mutou Iori. 


He hadn’t noticed it at all. 
Hawatari’s first reaction was shock. 


He hadn’t felt anyone sneaking up. She must have lunged at 
Hawatari without even first concealing herself, with no hesitation, 
as if she had no intentions of it being anything other than a suicide 
attack. But then, it made no sense for him, who hadn’t let down his 
guard for a second even while exchanging words with Soushiki, not 
to have heard any sounds, let alone for him not to have felt a 
presence(_|| [that would be true in regards to anyone, to say nothing 
of a mere highschool girl. 


Impossible. 


Then, there was the fact that the shadow had revealed itself as 
Mutou Iori rather than as his brother, Sawarabi Naguma. This 
girl her being here meant that Naguma’s fate had already been 
determined. How could his brother have lost to a girl who had been 
hung from the ceiling with her arms and legs tied up? Besides the 
incomprehensibility of that situation!||_lfaced by the reality that his 
brother, as related by blood as one could possibly be, with a genetic 
composition identical to his, the reality that he had likely met his 
death Ifaced by that overwhelming situation! Ifor an instant, 


Sawarabi Naguma froze. 
An instant. 
Only a single instant. 


And that single instant wasn’t enough to close the gap between 
Sawarabi Hawatari and Mutou Iori. 
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Maybe you're not as Evil as I thought.” 


He muttered. 
And as he turned his body around. 
He swung his blade flawlessly. 
In a gesture so smooth it seemed he missed his target. 
But Sawarabi Hawatari never misses. 
Iori’s left hand went flying along with her dagger. 
“(ugh)” 
But Iori didn’t stop even after losing another one of her hands. 
Still in that same motion, having yet to touch the ground, not 
breaking her posture, she aimed a kick towards Naguma. However, 


Naguma effortlessly deflected that leg, using that opportunity to 
strike Iori’s now exposed abdomen with his sword’s hilt. 


With no way to break her fall, she drove into the ground. She 
rolled, until her hand, which still whirled in the air, fell in between 
her legs. 

Still gripping the dagger. 

HUET ieuate it failed.” 

Unmoved.|_Jori grunted, staring at that hand which no longer 
belonged to her. Her facial expression was warped, in what 
resembled laughter. It showed no signs of affliction, even though, 
after having both of her hands cut off, it was impossible for her not 
to be feeling any pain. 


It was irregular. 


The only logical explanation was that losing her hands had 
made her go insane. 

There was no trace of the face she made when kidnapped in that 
apartment building. The face of a teenage girl who failed to take 
things seriously. 


It made sense. 


Looking at her, he could understand\_|| |how she was capable of 
escaping from Naguma. 


ce 


lIori-chan!” 


Zerozaki Soushiki was the only one there unable to keep calm, 
as a witness to that breakneck clash. He took his hands off of his 
wound, crawled towards Iori and clung to her body, after which he 
gripped the end of her left arm, which had just been severed by 
Hawatari, as an attempt to stop it from bleeding. 


“Uhu ” 
Iori faced Soushikil_|| with a smile. 


“Tt’s a pleasure to see you, Onii-sama.” 


“TJori-chan|_||_ you shouldn’t have come here! Why || ididn’t you 
run away!?” 


Zerozaki Soushiki’s reaction was ordinary. 


A normal, commonplace response. A response unlike Soushiki, 
unlike_||_la Zerozaki. There was no trace of the peaceful attitude he 
had kept up to that point. That saintly calmness, that nobility 
exclusive to those who have accepted their own death\_||_ [was 
nowhere to be seen. 


All there was...... was simple. 
Simple, commonplace. 
Ordinary, dull. 

Concern for one’s little sister. 
“| JUhu, hu. Uhu.” 


On the other hand, Iori’s attitude was nothing short of 
abnormal. Her face was eerily joyous...... as if she’d gone insane. 


“That’s not like you~. Why do you think I would need to run 
away? There are no reasons whatsoever for that.” 

“Wh-What are you...... y 

“T mean.” 

Iori continued. 

Even if the blood loss from the wound on her left arm was kept 
down because of Soushiki, considering how much blood she had 


already lost from her right arm, it wouldn’t be surprising if her 
consciousness was already getting hazy. In fact, just that she hadn’t 


passed out yet was improbable enough to be called a miracle. 
“I figured you'd be feeling lonely, Onii-chan.” 
Hearing those words...... Soushiki...... 
Didn’t know what to say. 
He just smiled. 
“T was fine on my own.” 
“Really? You should’ve told me sooner.” 
Clearly playing dumb, Iori replied. 
Already, that peaceful aural had returned to Soushiki. 


That calmness_|_lhad returned to Soushiki. 


Peacefully, calmly. 


Zerozaki Soushikil land Mutou Iori. 


Almost like family. 


eee You are Evil incarnate!” 


As he stomped on the ground as hard as he could|_|| |Hawatari 
yelled. 


“Just die already! After losing so much blood, why are you 
alive!? How much blood do you even have? You’ve already been 
killed! Are you telling me that’s not enough!? Is killing you not 
enough!? I can kill you and kill you and it still won’t be enough!? 
Answer me, demons!” 


“You just don’t stop talking, do you? Keep quiet just a little 


”? 


Soushiki replied, annoyed. 


The way one would talk to someone who just woke them up 
from a comfortable nap. 


“How about you leave us alone and go check on Naguma-kun? 
It’s not like you haven’t figured out the meaning of Iori-chan’s 
arrival, right?” 

“As if. A weakling’s defeat is but the obvious course of things. If 
a weak person survives, then that is simply a misunderstanding. It’s 
unfortunate that I’ll have to rework my strategies for what’s to 
come, but not having to stare at a face that’s identical to my own 
anymore is refreshing. My priority is_|_!” 


“Then you fail.” 
Iori was the one to interrupt Hawatari. 


Facing the person who severed off her left hand, the older 
brother of the person who severed off her right hand, firmly, not 
averting her eyes, not cowering before him, not running away, she 
stood her ground just by fixating her eyes on him. 

Confronted by that look!_|| |Hawatari flinched. 


How 


How could her eyes!_i_|be so intense? 


Red, as if they were burning. 
“Tf you don’t value family, then you fail.” 
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wikia How absurd. Then I ask, how is your conduct any better 
than mine?” 

While not exactly a bluff, Hawatari’s words were, in part, an 
attempt at putting up a bold front. 


“Because of youl _|| (Mind Render will die. To stop your arm from 
bleeding, he’s neglecting his own wounds. Don’t you know what’s 
about to happen?” 


cece ccc cccee 


“First, Mind Render will bleed to death. Then it’ll be your turn 
to do the same. That is all your actions will amount to. Don’t you 
see how meaningless that is? Soushiki is right. All you had to do 
was to give up and run away. Then you’d at least have some hope 
left.” 


“’Hope’?” 
Iori scoffed at Hawatari’s words. 
“What makes you think I need that?” 


cece ccc cccee 


“And I won’t feel guilty about having Soushiki-san take care of 
my wounds instead of his. I'll just hold off until Soushiki-san dies, 
and then I’ll take my time dying as well. It’s alright. It’s all gonna 
be alright. After all, it’s natural for any brother to want to die while 
protecting their little sister. Right, Onii-chan?” 


The latter half of those words were directed at Soushiki. 
Hearing that, “You just say whatever you feel like saying, huh?”, 


Soushiki let out a sarcastic laugh. 

There were no hidden intentions. 

Nothing wavered. 

Soushiki himself must’ve known that...... if only he let go of 
Iori’s arm, it wasn’t completely impossible for him to survive. He 
must’ve known...... that however slim those chances may be, even 
though the cut on his abdomen was most likely fatal, if he managed 
to escapel_|_lin his current position, if he used Iori as a shield and 
slipped away, as long as he received proper treatment. Ithere was 
hope, possibility. 

Why does he reject that? 

Does he not want to come out of here alive? 


As if there’s nothing wrong with dying as long as you’re not 
alone. 


As if there’s nothing wrong with dying as long as you’re not 
unhappy. 


That’s too evil to be called trust. 
Too ugly to be called love. 


It’s truly_Evil. 

What’s wrong with these two? 

I can’t understand. I can’t understand. I can’t understand. 
I can’t understand. I can’t understand. I can’t understand. 
It’s impossible to intervene. 


I guess 
There’s nothing I can do but accept it, now. 


“This” is “wrong”, you say? 


Inevitable || you say? 


Nothing can be done about it, you say? 
Those things exist in this world, you say? 


The demon realm of the Killing Names, worse than the most 
wicked of spirits, incomparable to those, that aberration(_|_lis 
something like what you had described. 


An anomaly. 


Something that can’t be comprehended. 


Like her. 

Like him. 

Their values are different. 

The world they live in is different. 
What they believe in is different. 
What they feel is different. 


What they desire, what they want to protect, those are all 


different. 
There are no common factors. 
There are no common multiples. 
An impossible number. 
A number that doesn’t exist. 
However much you cut it, it never seems to dwindle. 
A number that can’t be divided evenly. 
To shred zero [zerozaki].[5] 
Zerozaki. 
“That’s enough!” 
He shouted. 
Again, he screamed those words at the top of his lungs. 
Like he’d already been defeated. 
Like a loser. 
And so, he swung at the air in front of him. 


“T won’t allow you to live for even an extra second. I don’t care 
if I lose in the end_||_las long as you two die, as long as I can kill 


you, that’s enough for me! I’ll cut each of you in half!” 
“Knock yourself out.” 
Soushiki didn’t even flinch. 
Almost as if saying he should just get to it already. 


“And I should say this, Hawatari-kun. After you kill us 


next Zerozaki you'll have as an opponent will most likely be 


the 


like I 


said before, my little brother. Don’t forget...... to pass down that 


message.” 


“Your little brother...... to think you’d still be relying on that 


pipe dream. Do you really think he could kill me?” 

“Yeah. In fact, I know he will. ...... Uhuhu, it might just be that 
he’s already nearby. Like a tokusatsu hero who arrives at the last 
possible moment.” 

“Stupid delusions on top of stupid delusions.” 

Sword in hand, Hawatari stepped forward. 

“There’s no doubt that you two belong in Hell. Your presence 
alone makes the air polluted. You shall descend soon. And that 
younger brother of yours will follow right after. I’m sure you'll get 
along there just fine.” 

And so. 

In front of that powerless duo. 

Sawarabi Hawatari brought his sword above his head. 

To bring everything to an end. 
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eee ec cc cr ccccccces 


Right nearby. 

At a distance of about 5 meters. 

A young boy waited patiently, hidden by the trees. 

He wasn’t very tall. His long, dyed hair was tied in a ponytail. 
On one of his ears were three piercings, and on the other were cell 
phone straps being used as adornments, among other things. But 
what drew the most attention was the ominous tattoo imprinted on 
his face, partially covered by his stylish sunglasses. 

The boy was able to achieve the feat of concealing his presence 
from Sawarabi Hawatari, Zerozaki Soushiki and Mutou Iori 
seemingly without much effort. 

As he mulled over his situation, his expression was unusually 
serious. 


Or perhaps troubled was a better way to describe it. 
Troubled. 


pti Hmm. So that’s what’s happening. Hmm, I get it, I get it. 
And, considering that old hag’s corpse, then_| hmm, it’s all clear 
now. But stilll|_” 


He muttered somewhat annoyed. 


“That brother of mine is as sharp as ever, huh? What’s that guy 
thinking? After being called a pipe dream and a delusion and 
whatnot, it’s real hard to make my entrance, you know?” 


(Sawarabi Hawatari\__|\Commencing Exam) 
(Chapter 9|_|| |The End) 


[1]Nature and disposition are a single word in Japanese 
(seishitsu). Disposition is closer to its meaning, but nature fits some 
of the sentences way better, which is why that was used instead. 


[2]“Demonic Killer” and “psychotic killer” are the same word in 
Japanese (satsujinki). Whenever it’s used, it could mean both 
things, even though the translation always chooses one of the two. 


[3]Hizokko was translated as “prodigy”, but a more literal 
translation is “favorite child”, and an even more literal translation 
is “child kept hidden”. It can also mean “favorite student” (i.e. be 
used in contexts where it has nothing to do with the word “child”as 
in son/daughter), which is why “prodigy” was thought to be 
fitting. 

Hawatari’s language is somewhat archaic, and his catchphrase 
“shikari” had to be translated differently each time it showed up (as 
you should; of course; I see — now fixed). 


[4]Saiaku was translated as “Evil”, but it’s the same word that’s 
used to describe Saitou Takashi (Worst). 


Be di) 


[5])#22& [Zerozaki/Zerosaki]: the kanji for tear/rip/shred/rend 
is used instead of “hill”, so it’s something along the lines of ripping/ 
tearing/shredding/rending the number zero, in two or more parts. 
Translation ended up as “To shred zero”, but perhaps Zero Render 
would have worked. 


Chapter 10: Zerozaki Hitoshiki 
As Sawarabi Naguma and Sawarabi Yumiya confronted the Man 


Eater, as they were led to comprehend|__las they were led to 
perceive an existence beyond what they could manage, something 
nothing could be done about, something inevitable, at almost that 
exact same time 


Sawarabi Hawatari met with this world’s Worst. 


“IT see you’re quite perceptive.” 


Immediately _| Hawatari flinched. That style of clothing was the 
same as what his siblings usually wore, and yet\_|_\the pure white of 
the kimono which clung to that man’s thin body, reminiscent of 
burial clothes, gave him shivers just to look at it. Like a ghost below 
a willow tree [yanagi onna]. 


An eerie fox mask covered the ghost’s face. 
“Wh-Who are you?” 

“’Who are you?’ Hmph.” 

The Evil Fox repeated Hawatari’s words. 


“What a worthless question. It doesn’t matter who I ami _|were I 
to reveal my name or were I not to reveal my name, it would be the 
same either way. Sawarabi Hawataril_|_ I’ve heard the rumors about 


eee ccc ccccee 


“Even at your age, and even though you’re only from a branch 
family, your performance far surpasses even the elite 
Niounomiya\_\_lisn’t that so?” 
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Overestimation. Those rumors are completely unfounded. 
Nothing but gossip based on gossip based on gossip.” 


“’Gossip based on gossip based on gossip’. Hmph.” Again, the 
Evil Fox repeated Hawatari’s words and, ignoring them, continued 
to talk. “Well! things like strength, weakness, superiority, 
inferiority, those are meaningless as far as I’m concerned. Whether 
you’re strong or whether you’re weak, it’s the same. It’s the exact 
same thing.” 


“The exact lsame thing?” 


“Yes. Be it strong or be it weak, it’s all the same. Everything that 
exists in this world has the same origin. No matter what is done or 
what isn’t done, it’s all connected in its roots, and in the end it’s all 
the same. There’s nothing in this world which isn’t the same. 
Still...... regardless, even then, there are things which can’t be 
sacrificed. Isn’t that right, Sawarabi Hawatari?” 


Hawatari thought about the sword he wore on his waist. 
I can kill him!_|_the thought. 


He’s making no effort to guard himself. 
It should take more effort not to kill him. 


So why is it. [that I can’t seem to be able to do it? 


I can’t imagine myself killing him. 
Something tells me\__I mustn’t kill him. 


“Who |llare you?” 

The Evil Fox sneered at Hawatari’s repeated question. 
“Sawarabi Hawatari.” 

And called his name once again. 


“T?’m assembling! || |how should I say this...... a group of 
eccentrics. The exact amount isn’t important _|_lat any rate, I’m just 
trying to gather as many eccentrics as I can. Although...... I guess it 
can’t just be any number of people!” The Evil Fox went quiet for 
a moment and then, as if he’d just come up with something, “How 
about...... ”, he continued. “Thirteen. Yes, that would work out just 
right. And because it can be interpreted as the sum of the seven 
Killing Names and the six Cursing Names, it feels like there’s some 
deeper meaning behind it, which doesn’t sound bad\||_land even if 
you take it as the Kunagisa’s eight plus the Four Gods and a Mirror, 
that would be fine in its own right_|| jas something along the lines of 
‘respect’. The name |i |well, I’ll have Rizumu come up with 
something stylish.” 


cece cece 


As Hawatari stayed mute, “Hmph”, the Evil Fox paused for an 
instant, pointed at him, and then continued. 

“T’ve taken a liking to you. Leave the Sawarabi’s future to your 
siblings and join me.” 


cc 1”? 


He shivered. 
For no apparent reason, his entire body trembled. 


His body went almosti_||_/entirely numb. 


It was like his legs could give away at any moment. 
The feeling of being rejected by the world. 
The feeling of rejecting the world. 


All becausell_lof those few words. 


Hah 
And so. 
At that moment, Sawarabi Hawatari understood. 


The true significance of the existence which stood in front of 
him. 

So that’s_|_lhow it is. 

So that’s why._J_II don’t want to kill him. 

So that’s why ||_lit’s impossible for me to kill him. 


To him, to this Evil, living and dying!_|Jare probably the same. 


Lifel_|_lis relentless. 


Death||_lis obtuse. 


They are both/_|| lequivalent. 


Everything|_|_looks the same. 


Every single thing can be replaced. 


To this Evil, there’s no need to choose, and there’s no need to 
decide. 


He’s on a different level. 
A different layer. 
A different dimension. 


And to this Evil, to whom everything is the same 


Sawarabi Hawataril_||_ was somehow different. 


And now 


Being invited by that different thing. 
That reality 
Having been offered a choice. 

Having been offered the right to choose. 


Possessing || freedom. 


Freedom. 


“Don’t get me wrong! |_lit’s not that I want to borrow your 
strength, your skills as a swordsman or anything like that. As far as 


brawn goes, the Niounomiya siblings are already sufficient_| what I 


want is for it to be a group with as much brains as possible. By the 
way, Izumu should be paying your siblings a visit just about 


”? 


now 


“You mean Izumu...... the Man Eater?” 


He was very much familiar!_|_|with that name. 

The Niounomiya Troupe’s greatest failed experiment. 

“Tf they can break through Izumu, those siblings of yours...... let 
me seel_| Naguma...... BMG vine, Yumiyal_|_Ithat’s it, Yumiya. Then, I 
wouldn’t oppose having the two join this group of thirteen|_| |but 
you’re the only one being invited for now, Sawarabi Hawatari.” 


eee cece cee 


“You...... well, it’s not by that much\_|| |but you are somewhat, 
you are quite! abnormal. You are qualified to be part of the 
recurring cast[3]. It’d be hard to find a replacement__lor rather, the 
role you’ve been given is likely something which can’t be replaced. 
You are eccentric, and therefore! iyou are interesting.” 


“T’m thinking of ending the world as quickly as possible. This 
world is so, so interesting! || Ithat I can’t help but want to witness 
how its end will turn out to be.” 


“What I want is to see_|_ithe end of the world.” 
The end_l_lof the world. 
Creating an end|_||_Ito see the end. 


That way of thinking! || lis ended. 
It’s Evil. 


“And you shall be by my side once that time comes. I’ll have 
you be by my side. Your existence has a purpose. The Sawarabi 
name is just something you inherited from someone else. Why 
should you need to follow it? The only thing people should 
follow||_lis fate. Your role...... your fate!_|_IPIl be the one to 
determine it.” 


Truly|_|_Jarrogant. 


Truly insolent. 


Truly|_l'sinful. 


Truly Evil. 


“Make your choice, Hawatari.” 


“If you come with mel \_iit’ll feel real good~” 
In the end. 
Hawatari rejected that invitation. 


Not becausel_|_lhe was scared. 


Not because!_|| Ihe was overwhelmed. 


Hawatari didn’t have such weaknesses. 
Truth be told, he wanted to accept it. 
He felt like entrusting his fate_|_ito that Evil. 


He even thought it’d be okay\|_'to let him take full control over 
his fate. 


Following him somewhere far away. 


Letting go of everything! || giving up on everything. 


Abandoning everything he’d been responsible for. 
Throwing away his past self. 


He genuinelyi |i desired that. 
However, that’s not what Hawatari did. 


The three Sawarabi siblings are meant to be as one. They were 
constructed to be like that. Although there was nothing wrong with 
Hawatari setting off on his own!|_ lhe couldn’t imagine Naguma and 
Yumiya being able to carry on the Sawarabi name. After all, from 
the very beginning, ever since they were born| || leven before they 
were born, the three were created as a single thing. For them, 
who'd been raised like that, to be divided; for him to be the one to 
abandon it alli_|_|that all seemed...... strange. The three being 
together was something natural, and it’d be weird to ruin 
that. those were his thoughts. As far as words can express it, that’s 
how things were. 


He wouldn’t regret it. 


It was probably the first time since he was born that Hawatari 
chose, that Hawatari made a decision on his own. It stands to 
reason that that choicel|| [that decision wouldn’t be something he’d 
regret. 


But that’s not to say that he didn’t feel tempted. 


As that was likely the last fork in the road he’d encounter in his 
life, there was no way that he wouldn’t\_|_/feel tempted. After all, 


that life-changing decision was made just because of something as 
vague as it feeling “strange”. 


Strange. 
A strange feeling. 


While up to this day no one has explained to Hawatari that that 
feeling was something people usually describe as “love for one’s 
family” 


Since then|_|| |Sawarabi Hawatari has come to know. 


Without choice, he came to know. 


The same way Sarawabi Naguma and Sawarabi Yumiya became 
aware of the existence of something inevitable\_| |he came to know 
that, in this world, there exists an Evill_| nothing can be done 
about. 


And that Evil, unconnected to the story, almost as if it existed 
outside of the story, as if it observed everything from an outer 
layer\_|_lin the worst possible timing, Hawatari came to know of it, 
and with that 


Nii-sama. 


His sister’s\_|_lquestions. 


What does it meanl|_!to die? 
What does it mean||_'to kill? 
In reality, he was able to answer them. 


He became capable of answering them. 


Hawataril_|| |knew their answer. 


A clear answer. 

An answer which was too clear. 

Which was why \he didn’t want to ask. 
Which was why._Jhe didn’t answer. 


Which was why |he couldn’t answer. 
If he askedi_|_lhe’d have to think about it. 
And if he thought about it! Ihe’d remember. 
That thosel__lare one and the same. 

4 4 
Suddenly. 


Suddenly|_|_|he was there. 


Before Sawarabi Hawatari’s eyes, before Zerozaki Soushiki’s 
eyes, before Mutou Iori’s eyes|_|_|that boy with a strange getup came 
into existence. Without warning, without foreshadowing, suddenly, 
out of nowhere, as if he’d timed it exactly for when the three of 
them were blinking, with no other reasonable explanation, that boy 
came into existence. 


He wasn’t very tall. His long, dyed hair was tied in a ponytail. 
On one of his ears were three piercings, and on the other were cell 
phone straps being used as adornments, among other things. But 
what drew the most attention was the ominous tattoo imprinted on 
his face, partially covered by his stylish sunglasses. 


Having not been seen, having not been heard, having not been 
felt, as if he’d been there from the very start, that boy arrived on 
stage. With his sword raised overhead, Sawarabi Hawatari stopped 
in his tracks. The same happened to Zerozaki Soushiki and Mutou 
Iori. It became clear to Hawatari that those two’s resolve, which 
managed to stay solid up to that point, had now dispersed into 
something much more vague. 


“| II know this might seem out of the blue, but this should be a 
good time to talk about the difference between me and him.” 


With those words, the boy took out his sunglasses and tucked 
them into his vest pocket. They weren’t meant for Hawatari, they 
weren’t meant for Soushiki, they weren’t meant for Iori, they 
weren’t meant for the three of them, and they weren’t meant for 
himself, as some sort of soliloquy. Almost|| yes, you could say that 
they were meant for something like what’s usually referred to as 
God, like a declaration of war. 


“The one and only difference between me and him, who’s at 
once the mirror image and the exact opposite of myself, our one, 
crucial differencel|_lin the end, it comes down to the fact that he’s 
hopelessly, unsalvageably soft [kind]. Because of his softness, he was 
unable to forgive his own weakness. And so, it was inevitable that he 
would become alone. His mistake, his foolishness was applying that 
softness[1] to others. When you should’ve just directed your love 
towards yourself and yourself only. Of course, it goes without 
saying that being soft isn’t a merit or an advantage || lrather, for 
any living creature, it’s a defect. It’s not only a risk for one’s life, but 


also a hindrance to evolution itself. At that point you’re no longer a 
creaturel_|| just an inorganic, machine-like existence. It’d be 
outrageous to refer to something like that as “life”. That’s why I call 
him|_||_ Defective Goods.” 


The boy looked at Hawatari. 


Faced by the darkness which lay in those eyes, 
instinctively |Hawatari took a step back. Those endlessly deep 
eyes which seemed like a mash of all the chaos in this world. Those 
dark pupils which seemed wrong in contrast to that boy’s frivolous 
smile. 


Dark. 
Pure darkness. 


Enough to engulf those who stared at it. 
It only took an instant for Hawatari to understand. 
That he_|_|will kill. 


It could’ve been a helpless and innocent infant and it’d make no 
difference to him. If something shows up in front of him, that’s 
enough of a reason for him to kill it. 


“Meanwhilel_|_'there’s not an ounce of softness in me. That’s the 
type of guy I am. However, I can’t seem to be able to forgive that 
strength of minel_|_\the strength of being fine even when in solitude. I 
can’t seem to be able to forgive it. Not being soft also means not 
caring when people aren’t kind to you. Why is it that I, who doesn’t 
feel the need for friends, who doesn’t feel the need for family, can 
still be considered human? Living creatures are considered alive 
because they work as a colony. A being that lives independently 
inevitably strays away from that definition. It is disqualified. It’s 
hilarious, really, how, even though me and him are complete 
opposites, the outcome is still the same. It’s the exact same thing. 
The path is the only thing that’s different | [the goal and the 
starting point are the exact same. Such an absurd punchline. I kill 
the flesh, he kills the mind. Forget others, I can’t even let myself 
live. There’s nothing in this world I can allow to live. An inhuman 
obstruction to whom the “living” part of “living creature” doesn’t 
apply. There’s not even a point in going through an exam. That’s 
why he calls mel__!No Longer Human.” [2] 


He laughed, and then continued. 


“Tt’s a masterpiece, really.” 


The boy then proceeded to turn his back to Hawatari and 
headed towards Iori and Soushiki. 

Nonplussed, Hawatari asked: 

wppeeud Bastard! Who are you?” 
“?’m Zerozaki Hitoshiki.” 


The boy answered, still with his back turned away. 


“For now | |that’s the only name I can give.” 


After that, the boy||| [Zerozaki Hitoshiki looked at Soushiki and, 
“Kahahah!”, let out a laugh filled with malice. 


“What’s this what’s this?/|| Here I was trying to find you so I 
could murder you and steal those weird scissors 0’ yours, just 
passing some time before leaving the country |but you’re already 
getting killed all by yourself. Pathetic.” 


(T4 


nr You haven’t changed a bit these past six 
months\_|_Hitoshiki.” 


Soushiki’s answer to his brother’s mocking remarks made it 
clear some of his earlier calmness had returned to him. His 
expression mostly displayed shock, but there was also some relief, 
or perhaps|_|| peacefulness. Hawatari didn’t let that pass. Judging 
from their reactions, it seemed neither Soushiki nor Iori had 
anticipated the arrival of this new Zerozaki\_|_'That’s not it. 


That had nothing to do with it. 
His intent was to kill every Zerozaki. 


Once he encountered one, it didn’t matter what it would take. 

Even if it was three versus one, in essence, things were the same 
as if his opponent were a single person. With his aim set on 
Hitoshiki’s back, Hawatari brought his sword down on 


Hawatari attempted to bring his sword down on Hitoshiki’s 
back, upon which realized he was unable to move it. No matter how 
much force he put into it, his sword didn’t move an inch. 

“| |_]Wh-What?” 


“That right there is String Manipulation.” 


[#24 #, read as either kyokugenshi or magagenshi, translated as 
String Manipulation, could mean multiple things if you don’t know 


how it’s written. ] 

Hitoshiki turned his head over his shoulder and looked at him. 

“T won’t say it’s impossible, but you won’t be able to cut through 
it with that sword...... but don’t worry! I’ll undo it real quick.” 

With those words, Hitoshiki raised his hands above his head. At 
the same time, “shun shun shun shun”, the sound of his strings 
ripping through the air reverberated all throughout that location, at 
which point the restraints on Hawatari’s sword came undone. 
ce 12” 


At first, Hawatari couldn’t comprehend the phenomenon which 
occurred in front of him. He couldn’t comprehend it, but if he were 
to guess|_|_iwas that Zerozaki......was Zerozaki Hitoshiki using some 
sort of projectile weapon...... ? Or perhaps it’d be more appropriate 
to call it 


Flustered, he took a couple of steps back, distancing himself 
from his opponent. Until he became sure of the identity of 
Hitoshiki’s weapon, it was dangerous to stay this close to him. Still, 
seemingly unworried about Hawatari’s actions, “Kahaha”, laughing, 
the boy brought his hands down. 

“Limit Arts [kyokugenshi]...... : 

Soushiki asked Hitoshiki. 

“Shitty brat. Where and when did you get taught such a nasty 
skill?” 

“Huh?? Why do you think I spent so much time wandering 
across the country? Even I can change, you know. You gotta learn 
the truth before distorting it. I even went to see that hawk you’re so 
scared of. Well, I’d say it was more than 50% my win, but I guess it 
was something like a draw, in the end?” 


cece cece cee 


“T was never really suited for this String thing though. I got a 
grasp of it some years ago while fighting alongside this weird 
woman called Zigzag, but a long time has passed since then and I 
still can’t get it to work past a three-meter range. What difference 
does it make then if I’m using that or just a knife? I’m really more 
of a knife guy myself. It’s useful as a surprise attack since it can 
come from any angle, but I still personally feel like it’s unfair, or 
maybe cowardly 


”? 


“Umm. So, you would be 


Iori, embraced in Soushiki’s arms, attempted to ask something 
to Hitoshiki. Those words were interrupted, however, by the sound 
of Hitoshiki violently kicking the ground. 


“Don’t just go addressing me that casually, Onee-chan.” 
Hitoshiki scowled down at Iori. “The only Zerozaki I consider family 
is my brother over here. I don’t really feel any obligation to save 
you. Wait...... actually...... ” Hitoshiki scratched his head 
awkwardly. “Now that I think about it, there’s no need for me to 
save my brother either. Didn’t I come here in the first place just so I 
could kill him?” 


Cece ccc cr ces cr erccccrces  ceovccccccees 


“So why are you still here!?”, were the thoughts of everyone 
there other than Hitoshiki. It’s certainly odd that he would have just 
shown up with no actual goal in mind. Zerozaki Hitoshiki’s fuzzy 
attitude made it seem like he just went with the flow and blew with 
the wind until all of a sudden he realized he was there. 


Hidasteee teas Of course.” 


Setting the other two aside, regardless of Hitoshiki’s own 
beliefs\__|to Hawatari, the boy who stood in front of him was still 
someone he had to kill, an enemy he had no option but to kill. 
However, that attack just now || lalthough it was unclear whether it 
really was some sort of attack|L that which Soushiki referred to as 
Limit Arts\_| was something he needed to be careful about. To a 
specialist in close combat like Hawatari, skills similar to projectiles 
were his worst enemy. He said its range is only three meters, 
although I have no way to know if that’s true or not\_|_/but that’s not 
all. There’s still the possibility that Hitoshiki is still hiding any 
number of other skills. Since I know nothing about the enemy, while 
I myself have no other tricks prepared, should I retreat?|__ but I’m 
already at too much of an advantage for that. If, by some chance, 
even though it’s almost impossible, if Soushiki and Iori come out of 
this alive!_|l_iall of our efforts will come to nothing. 


Naguma. 


My little brother’s death\__|will have been in vain. 


Yumiya. 


If my sister were here_||_ [things would’ve been so simple. 


What is this. 
In the end, that’s how it’s going to be? 


So the Sawarabil_|_Jare three as one. 

How stupid. 

Just some ridiculous sentimentalism. 

If you have enough time to be thinking about that, it’s better to 


just 


“|_| [Kahaha.” 
Suddenly: |Hitoshiki laughed out loud. 


A pure, merry laugh, with no malice behind it, as if he were 
laughing simply because he found something to be funny: \which 
made it all the more unpleasant. 


“Yeah, yeah, I guess that’s how it should be. That’s fine, just 
how people would normally react, that’s fine.” 


cece ccc cccces 


“TJ mean_||_ when a pro encounters an enemy they know nothing 
about, they don’t normally just thoughtlessly charge at ‘em, right?” 


edits Isn’t that...... obvious?” 


Hawatari answered Hitoshiki while still holding his sword. Still, 
it didn’t seem like Hitoshiki was paying too much attention to him. 
Rather than easefulness, it was more like he already knew 
everything Hawatari was capable of. 


“By the way, just around the corner there was a guy in a hut 
with that same face you havel_|_land that’s exactly what he did. 
While yelling “Zerozakiiii” or something. What do you think was up 
with that?” 


cece cece cee 


So it was this boy and not Iori who killed Naguma. But for that 
incomparably cautious brother to be taken over by his emotions, 
regardless of how frivolous he always acted|_|_Inow that I think 
about it, this boy’s face tattool_|_lof course, he’s Yumiya’s 
murderer. 


”? 


“That’s because y' 


“Exactly, it seemed like that guy already knew who I was. He 
perceived me as an enemy he was already familiar with. Basically, 


because I wasn’t an unknown enemy, he felt a sense of security and 
concluded it made sense to charge directly towards me. But here 
lies a contradiction, my dear samurai-san.” 


(t4 


sigu ca What are you trying to say?” 


“If he knew me, there’s no way he’d think recklessly lunging at 
me would be a good idea. Against someone with Strings, it’s easy to 
seel_|_lor rather, it’s easy not to see how dangerous that would be. If 
he already knew me.“ 


cece cece cee 


“If there’s one thing someone who fought to the death against 
me wouldn’t attempt to do, that’s to bet it all in a single strike. 
That’d be suicidal. The only person I could see attempting that is 
that idiot Suicidal Tendencies. And your brother wasn’t just a 
random weakling! _|_lhe was a pro, right?” 


”? 


However minor it may have seemed, it was a perfectly 
reasonable suspicion. Even when comparing it to Zerozaki 
Soushiki’s case!_|lalthough, precisely because it was their first 
encounter, Hawatari’s scheme succeeded in deceiving him, it would 
never work a second time, nor would Hawatari ever attempt to use 
it again. Few people followed only a single style the way Soushiki 
did! normally, you have a couple of patterns to choose from 
depending on the situation. Therefore, if Sawarabi Naguma had 
already fought against Hitoshikil_| there was no way he would fall 
so easily for the same trick. 


It’s incoherent. 

Contradictory. 

“What are you talking about? It’s unclear. Are you saying you 
didn’t use that freakish skill when fighting against Naguma for the 
first time?” 

“You are getting something wrong before that. Lemme set this 
straight\__I don’t remember having ever seen your face before 
coming here.” 

“| | JWhat!?” 

“This was my first time seeing your brother.” Hitoshiki, 
seemingly annoyed, stated slovenly. “I’ve only now met him, and 
your sister|_|| what was it, umm, whatever! |your sister wasn’t 


murdered by me. It’s all false accusations [nureginu, lit. wet 
clothes].” 


One could surmise from the way Zerozaki Hitoshiki spoke as if 
things were obvious that he was able to get a fairly good grasp on 
their situation before arriving there. He either found out about it 
while gathering info in the search for his brother, or he deduced it 
from the vestiges, from the evidence which had been left in that 
forest_|Lleither way, it seemed he understood their situation just as 
well, if not better than Hawatari. 


se ene However. 
He couldn’t simply ignore that statement. 
“False...... accusations? What do you mean? It’s unclear.” 


“T mean exactly what I mean. False accusations means false 
accusations and nothing other than false accusations. In the first 
placel_|_ didn’t my brother explain to you already that the Zerozaki 
Clan spares no one? If your brother was still alive until only just 
now, then that’s the best proof you can get that he never ran into 
me.” 


0 


“However, my sister 


“Yeah, of course. If you say so yourself, and considering your 
brother’s fury, it’s probably true that your sister was murdered. No 
one’s saying that’s a lie. So, she was indeed killed, but it was 
someone else who did it.” 


Turning all premises inside out 


Zerozaki Hitoshiki stated plainly. 

It goes without saying that those words weren’t enough to 
nonplus Hawatari. They weren’t enough, they weren’t enough to 
nonplus him but!|_lhe could tell that, if they were true, quite a few 
things could be explained. 


That so-called “clumsiness”. 


The fact that Naguma came out alive even after opposing! ||_ia 
Zerozaki. The fact that Yumiya was the only one who died. It’d be 
one thing if he had returned after managing to kill his opponent, 
but not only did he escape, he was never even pursued 


That reality. 
What does it tell? 


”? 


“How...... can you say that? Who are you saying d 


“No clue. It’s not my problem either. How could I know? How 
could...... but if I were to make some suggestions for the list of 
suspects|_||_Ithen, how about that granny chopped into pieces over 
there?” 


That granny chopped into pieces over there. 


Tokinomiya_||_|Tokei. 


The one who prepared over a dozen marionettes, who 
participated directly in combat\__lan ally to the Sawarabi 


Tokinomiya, one of the six Cursing Names. 


”? 


“T-Tokinomiyal 


“Ah, so that granny was a Tokinomiya? I knew she would end 
up being a member of a Cursing Name. And not just a branch family, 
but the main household, huh?_\II see I see.” Hitoshiki seemed 
convinced by Hawatari’s remark. “Then that settles it. If that granny 
is a Tokinomiya, she must’ve used one of those Thought 
Manipulation skills they’re so good atl jand completely fooled, 
completely deceived your two siblings. That’s entirely possible, isn’t 
it?” 


eee ccc ccccce 


The skilli_l_lor rather, the ability that Tokinomiya Tokei 
possessed and used as a tactic against Zerozaki Soushiki is similar to 
what’s usually called mimicry. It’s a type of Thought Manipulation 
which pulls its opponent!|_lor rather, its target into an illusory 
world in which she is perceived as a different person|_|| usually the 
transcendental existence known as Death-Colored Crimson\_|_\at 
which point it becomes simple to obtain a victory|__!a method 
which stands in direct opposition to the Niounomiya’s usual 
approach. Soushiki was capable of seeing through it, but 


But. 
That Thought Manipulation skill’s most notable trait is 


The fact that, if you don’t see through it, there’s no way to 
become aware of it. 


Normally, you wouldn’t even realize that you were caught in an 
illusion_|_lthe only reason Soushiki was able to break through it was 
that, coincidentally, he knew more about her than Tokinomiya 
Tokei did. If not for that, he would have died without ever knowing 


that he’d fallen into an enemy’s trap. Even in death, he’d continue 
thinking that she was the one who killed him. 


And it’s the same 


If you survive. 

And if she’s not the one being mimicked. 

It’s impossible to catch up to it when the world itself has been 
replaced. Since there’s nothing to compare it to, unless something is 
directly contradicted\_|_lit can’t be noticed. That is why the Cursing 
Names are dreadful both as foe and as friend. Their skills don’t trick 
only their enemies|_|_ they can even deceive their allies. Rather, it’s 
precisely against allies that those skills are the most effective. 

That can’t be it. 

That can’t be it. That can’t be it. That can’t be it. 


They.\_the six Cursing Names don’t discriminate between friend 
and foe. Those concepts aren’t relevant for their sense of morality. 


Hencel_|_/a curse. 


If you cast a curse, dig two graves. 


“There was this huge tree next to that granny’s corpse with 
some red piece of cloth nailed down to it_|_\that’s a pretty common 
technique in the field. And this forest is perfect for those sorts of 
ploys. It was easy to tell from the way that that corpse was 
butchered that my brother here was the killer, and it was also 
obviously not an easy fight, considering how rough the job was 
done. So it wasn’t too hard to deduce what type of skill had been 
used|_|_)” 


Although Hitoshiki kept clarifying his train of thought, Hawatari 
wasn’t in a state where he could process his words anymore. 


That’s_|_linsane. 


There’s no way something that insane could possibly be true. 


If Hawatari\_|_lif the Sawarabi were fooled by that crone, 
then 

“Th-That’s just some worthless gibber 

“Gibberish, huh?” 

“Kukuku”, Hitoshiki snickered at the word “gibberish” and then 


leisurely walked away. He had seemed almost like a great detective 
explaining their deductions. While Hawatari never failed to be 


mindful of not exposing his own back, completely ignoring that, 
Hitoshiki kept walking. 


“That’s wrong! ||_lif you had never met each other before, then 
he couldn’t have seen an illusion of you. Even if it’s a hallucination, 
it’s impossible to make a person perceive something they don’t 
already have stored in their memory.” 


“Tt’s those Cursing Names we're talking about\__|being impossible 
means nothing to them. Even a newborn still dreams, right? It’s the 
same thing. And it’s not that hard to copy a person’s appearance. If 
you just get a photo or a portrait of a person into the corner of 
someone’s field of vision, that’s enough for the brain to register it. 
It’s not good to underestimate the human brain, you know. So, she 
just needed to imitate my appearance, and then draw out the 
memories of some time each of your siblings felt fear. They had to 
have at least one of those, living in this world. I don’t have any, 
though, so maybe I wouldn’t know.” 


“B-But 0 
He couldn’t say anything else. 


“T mean, going by that logic, it wouldn’t have been possible for 
my brother to have hallucinated that Crimson either. Even though 
he knew about her, he hasn’t ever met her face-to-face, after all. If 
he had, it’s the same as with you brother: there’s no way he’d still 
be alive. Unless you are me, you don’t simply survive an encounter 
with her. Thought Manipulation means rearranging information to 
create images as you see fit!_|_lit’s what the Tokinomiya do.” 


“S-Stilll_ LL” 
He couldn’t say anything else. 


He couldn’t refute it. 


If you assume the Tokinomiya showed Naguma and Yumiya an 
illusion of Zerozaki Hitoshiki_|_\then there are no contradictions left. 
Although, from the moment the Cursing Names get involved, 
complaining about contradictions and absurdities might already be 
meaningless. While the Killing Names are battle groups who at least 
still follow the laws of physics\_|| the Cursing Names are despicable 
non-battle groups who ignore the world itself. 


Weis Th-Then|_|_I can’t understand why the Tokinomiya chose 
you, who’s practically completely unknown, instead of Mind Render, 


”? 


or Seamless Bias 


“Man you doubt everything. Though it’s nothing compared to 
him, who doubts evil and good intentions equally. The answer to 
your questions is just that, among the Zerozaki, I’m the one who’s 
the hardest to communicate with, the one it’d be the hardest to find 
out had been mimicked. It’s precisely because ’m unknown that I 
was chosen. There’s no reason to pick someone famous when your 
objective isn’t to defeat your opponent. Right?” 
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“Besidest_|_first of all, I got one of those “perfect alibi” things. 
You see, I was busy there in Kyoto murdering people! 'some 
thirteen of them, if I remember correctly? No, I failed at killing him, 
so in the end it was only about twelve. In other words, I was too 
busy to have the time to attack your sister. Unless you mean to say 
that she was one of the twelve I killed.” 


“Tronic, isn’t it? Being so caught up in your activities as a 
killer_|_ithat you end up proving you aren’t the murderer. Kahaha, 
it’s a masterpiece.” 


”? 


“Th-Then||_|what was the Tokinomiya’s motiv 


“Isn’t the motive obvious already? So obvious, it’s almost 
annoying. The Sawarabi are sorta like brothers to the Niounomiya, 
right? It’s not hard to imagine the Tokinomiya wanting their 
opposite, the Niounomiya, and the Zerozaki to start killing each 
other.” 


cece cece cce 


That thought had passed through Hawatari’s mind multiple 
times. That old lady Tokinomiya claimed to hold a grudge against 
the Zerozaki, but Hawatari never believed that. He knew very well 
that the reason the Tokinomiya were assisting the Sawarabi was to 
increase their odds of mutual destruction! _lhe didn’t think for a 
second it was something like good will. It’s just that he didn’t care. 
Hawatari was confident that they could overwhelm any enemy, 
including the Zerozaki Clan. Compared to his ambition, the 
Tokinomiya’s scheme should never have been a huge obstacle. 


But if the stage had been set by the Tokinomiya\_|_lif they were 
ones who set up the motive for our hatred of the Zerozaki 


Clan 


and if they were the ones who provided us the tools for our 


assail 


then the situation reverses itself completely. 


From the first to the third quadrant. 


Unlike Yumiya and Naguma, Hawatari never doubted his own 
actions. He never let a desire for “revenge” or “retaliation” 
influence them. If Naguma had been killed, that just meant he was 
weak. If Yumiya had been killed, that just meant she wasn’t strong 
enough. 


Nevertheless 


It’s not that he never thought of avenging Yumiya. 


It’s not that he never understood the way Naguma felt. 


Saying that would also be incorrect. 


Losing one of three sides\_||_lis strange. 


It’s a strange feeling. 


A feeling! lof loss. 
Why did things have to come to this? 
He couldn’t simply. Istop thinking about it. 


“Are you saying that I_|| Are you saying that we 


Were tricked. 
Were deceived. 


Is that why/l |things came to this? 


Even though I followed my own will. 


Even though I succeeded in following my own will. 


It was in a stage someone else prepared. 


In a role someone else gave to me. 


A farce carried out just according to script. 


And we were the ones being ridiculed 


We were the butt of the joke. 


“Are you saying that we were double-crossed\_|_|by those filthy, 
incompetent Tokinomiya?” 


His voice didn’t lose its composure. It shouldn’t have a reason 
to. He wasn’t one to be affected by that. He was unmoved. He 
should’ve been unmoved. Stay calm. Stay calm. Why should I 
believe a Zerozaki? 


Why. 

Why. Why. Why. Why. Why. 

Why. 

“Kahahal || well, none of that matters in the end. You can 
deceive and be deceived all you want, but that doesn’t change our 
current situation one bit, it’s completely unrelated to the world we 
are now in. Deceiving and being deceived is just how things work in 
the world anyways.” 


Then, Zerozaki Hitoshiki shoved his hand into his pocket and 
took out a butterfly knife while spinning it around his finger. To 
Hawatari, it seemed to hold no real strength as a blade, like a cheap 
toy or worse. However, with all the confidence of someone holding 
a high-caliber handgun, with eyes that showed no fear, he pointed 
that knife at Hawatari. 


“?’m a demonic killer, you’re a hitman. It’s the same 
thing!_|_iwe’re both animals in the same way. There’s no need for 
words when we got weapons. Forget holding back, forget respect, 
forget restraint, forget hesitation, let’s kill to live, let’s live to kill. 
I’m one of the weakest in terms of strength among the Demonic 
Killers, but my ability to kill is as high as any Niounomiya’s. I’ve 
only failed to kill two people in my life, one of which is a mirror 
image of myself, and the other of which is Humanity’s Strongest. 
‘Til a couple weeks ago, there wasn’t a single one. I came all the 
way here, might as well participate in this farce you’re in. Unlike 
him, I’m not soft at all, you see. I’ll just kill you and dismember you, 
line up and rearrange you then expose you to the world.” 


His gaze while delivering that opening monologue was 
undoubtedly that of a Zerozaki. Hawatari noticed that, at some 
point while listening to Hitoshiki, he had let his sword approach the 
ground. Hurriedly, he assumed a stance once again. 

There was still some distance between them. 

His sword would be able to reach Hitoshiki almost immediately 
if he launched himself at him|_|_|but he still hadn’t uncovered the 
truth behind his hidden skill. He couldn’t simply launch himself at 
an unknown enemy\||_lit wasn’t...... so simple. 


“Bring it on! The festival’s in full swing. It’s the flashy final 
battle of this worthless story. Let’s make it clear who’s the good guy 
and who’s the bad guy. Let’s do this right, us two, right here, fair 


and square eh?” 


a 


Steakt Of course.” 


For now||I’ll observe. 


It doesn’t matter what type of skill it is, he can’t pull it off 
without any prior motion. Some gesture! || like how he raised his 
hands above his head before. It might even be something he can do 
with his hands inside his pockets. Even then, as long as I don’t fail 
to see itL_|_I can counterattack. 


He could counterattack! however. 


Peer cc ercrcccccccs 


However! || 'what would be the point of it? If Hawatari was just 
a puppet! | ithere’d be no meaning to his victory. Like with 
Nagumat_|_like with Yumiya. 


It’ll be meaningless. 
It’ll be meaningless. It’ll be meaningless. 


It’ll bel meaningless. 
Then. 


All of a sudden, “kutsukutsu”, Hitoshiki couldn’t stop himself 
from laughing. 


He lowered the knife he held forward. 


(74 


What? What are you trying to do?” 


“Nothing, nothing|_|_lit’s just.” His lips|_| Jalong with his tattoo, 


twisted maliciously. “I was just thinking that it really is effective 


see, it’s no wonder he’s so into it.” 
sieweas What are you talking about!?” 
“What I’m talking about? Naturally_|_!” 


While answering, Hitoshiki let his hair down. As his tattoo got 
hidden entirely, the faint smile Hitoshiki had kept up to that point 
faded away completely|_|_ land his eyes became dreadfully empty. 


cc 
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It’s nonsense, moron.” 

That instant. 

Two knives sprouted out of Hawatari’s chest. 
7 Da bebe Wha-!?” 


He couldn’t tell what happened. 


He couldn’t tell, but there was no need to understand it, as his 
death was already a certainty. One pierced his chest, the other 
pierced one of his lungs. Like a dam bursting, blood gushed from 
those fatal wounds. His flesh was pushed out. I remember |_iI 
remember this blade. This is Zerozaki Soushiki’s 

Mind Render [Suicidal Tendencies]. 

“Gah_ || laaaAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH| [L” 


It hurts_|_Jor rather, it burns. 


It burns|_|_lor rather, it’s cold. 
Cold. 

Extremely cold. 

While trying to endure that feeling 


He glanced over his shoulder. 


The Mind Render [Suicidal Tendencies] was being held\__in 
Mutou Iori’s mouth, as she clung to Hawatari’s back while sinking 
her teeth into its handle. 


“Ah, I see, I guess it really is 
Said Mutou Iori, after letting go of the scissors’ handle. 


”? 


With a faint, involuntary smile. 
“Tt really is unpleasant, huh? \the feeling of killing a person.” 


“Whal |_lwha, whawhawhawhawhaw awhawha” 


Was I|_l_icareless? 


I wasn’t careless. 


It’s just__that I lost my cool. 


I was led astray by Zerozaki Hitoshiki’s words, and failed to pay 
enough attention|||_|to my surroundings. I assumed Zerozaki 
Soushiki and Mutou Iori were already out of action_l|_jand 
subconsciously pushed them out of my thoughts. Even though, until 
the second they died, I couldn’t have ignored the fact that they 
were still Zerozaki. I only worried about keeping Hitoshiki in my 
field of vision, and didn’t stop to consider that I had my back turned 
to Soushiki and Iori. Now that I think about it, that was probably 
part of Hitoshiki’s strategy. 


“S-StillL!” 


Still, even then, there’s Iori’s severed hands. It’s not just that 
those wounds are fatal\_|_ ithe moment Soushiki let go of her wrist, 
as soon as she started moving, she should have passed out from 
anemia. The amount of blood she lost from having both of hands 
cut off isn’t something that can be brushed off. How could she 


He then noticed. 
In Iori’s left arm. 


In that left arm, which Hawatari himself had severed||_iwas an 
extremely thin, string-like thing which wound around it tightly, 
preventing it from bleeding. 


A string-like thing! __lor rather, it was some type of string. 


“By the way, you got the kanji all wrong, aniki.” Hitoshiki spoke 
as if it had nothing to do with himself. “It’s not ‘Limit Arts‘, it’s 
String Manipulation. You write it ‘string of bending chords‘, not 
‘skills of the extreme‘. I know you’d normally read it as kyokugenshi, 
but it’s magagenshi. Kahaha.” 


“Gah, ahi” 


So the reason Hitoshiki showed up right in between us 
three\_|_|was to contain Iori’s bleeding as soon as he could. He 
carelessly appeared right in front of Hawatari, he suffered that risk 
just so that he could get within three meters of Iori!_|| the range of 
his strings. It must’ve happened when he retrieved the strings 
entangled in Hawatari’s sword |i iat the same time, he must’ve also 
wrapped that string around Iori’s left wrist. 


If her bleeding had been taken care of_l_las long as she stayed 
conscious, Iori could move. At the very least, if she used all of her 
strength, she was capable of stabbing the Mind Render [Suicidal 
Tendencies] into Hawatari’s back. 

“Y-You bastards|_|_!” 


Deceived|_|_!me? 


I_l_iwas deceived? 


I have to accept it. 
I have no other option but to accept it. 


I_l_iwas tricked. 
By Zerozaki Hitoshiki. 
Then_|_'what about those words of his? 


Nonsensel_|_lhe called it? 


If you think about it, none of what Hitoshiki said is conclusive. 
It’s based around a single, subjective view_||_|and quite a few of the 
propositions are complete uncertainties. The deduction isn’t the 
problem. First of all, his alibi doesn’t work as an alibi at all. If he 
didn’t kill Yumiyal_| how did he even know when she was killed? 
What’s the point of having an alibi before establishing the time of 
death? And Hitoshiki completely ignored Hawatari’s main 
question._|| whether he used his String Manipulation skill when 
fighting against Naguma for the first time. He probably hadn’t. That 
skill means nothing once you know its identity, once you 
understand its nature. Those strings are hidden weapons. Weapons 
meant to stay hidden 'whose users are also meant to stay hidden. 
An ace up one’s sleeve. Not even his own brother knew until now that 
Hitoshiki possessed such a skill. If he’s known it for years, and if he 
met his brother at least six months ago, then he was clearly keeping 
it hidden. Then how could he explain everything so confidently? 


Then, it was all a lie, and Zerozaki Hitoshiki really is Yumiya’s 
murderer. Unless...... unless, it’s just that he embellished the truth 
in order to keep my attention. If his objective was to distract me, 
then I can’t imagine he wouldn’t mix some of the truth with those 
lies. 


What parts of that were the truth? 
I can’t understand. 

It’s ambiguous. 

Unclear. 

Uncertain. 

Vague. 

Half-baked. 

Hazy, sloppy. 

Evasive, aimless. 

Where do the lies end and the truth begins? 
“’N-Nonsense’. |||?” 


“I’m just twisting the truth, like I said before. I warned you 
twice that I’m not soft. ...... You can’t just kill my brother and 
expect me to fight fair and square.” 


Unserious, Hitoshiki beckoned at Hawatari. 
“Where’s the praise, now that every trick has been explained?” 


0 


“Y-you cowar' 
“TIsn’t there something else you should be saying?” 
From behind came Zerozaki Soushiki’s voice. 


Paralyzed, Soushiki, slouched against a tree, without even 
attempting to contain the bleeding in his stomach now that his 
hands were free, held a cigarette in his mouth. 


“Hawatari-kun, isn’t there something else you should be saying 
to him? No? In that case, as it has now been decided that you fail, 
at least in the end of the end of the end of your end, let’s have this 
brawl be ‘fair and square’|_||_we are all pros here, after all. Right, 
Blood-Purple Chaos-kun?” 


eee ccc ccccce 


Since Iori couldn’t have used her own hands\_|l_\the one to grab 
the Mind Render [Suicidal Tendencies] and put it in Iori’s mouth was 
probably Zerozaki Soushiki. Whyl|| [why does it seem like 
everything they do has been meticulously planned, like it’s all going 
according to their schemes? How can their teamwork seem this 
contrived? The three Sawarabi siblings, created as onel_|| |[Sawarabi 
Hawatari, the long sword user; Sawarabi Naguma, the naginata 
user; Sawarabi Yumiya, the bow user‘ || |were they really capable of 
communicating this well? 


No 
Of course they weren’t. 


It’s not just that it’s impossible. 


There’s no doubt that Zerozaki Hitoshiki’s arrival was 
unexpected for both Zerozaki Soushiki and Mutou Iori. Regardless, 
that didn’t stop| as if they’d planned their every step, that didn’t 
stop them from acting in complete, absolute synchrony. 


So that’s\__ what the Zerozaki are capable of. 
So that’s\_| ithe Zerozaki Clan. 

Related not by blood, but by bloodshed. 
Demonic killers. 


Demonic killers. Demonic killers. 


Even though they are just Demonic Killers. 


Even though they are just Demonic Killers. Even though they 
are just Demonic Killers. 


If that’s how it is_|_|then they are almost the same. 


They are almost the samel_|las us. 


They are the same as us 
And nothing can be done about it. 
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“You bastards are all 


Hawatari collapsed onto the ground. 
“| | JEvil.” 

Soushiki laughed. 

Iori punched the air. 


Hitoshiki spread his arms. 
With a smile, they answered together: 
“No shit!” 


( Sawarabi Hawataril_|_|Failed ) 
( Chapter 10|/L The End ) 


[1]Yasashisa: “softness” instead of “kindness” 

[2)No Longer Human: literally, “disqualified as a human” 
[3]Recurring cast: toujou jinbutsu, usu. “cast of characters” 
[4](had “now” dispersed) 


Chapter 11: Zerozaki Maiori({1] 


“’When a person dies, I believe it is inevitable for there to be 
some kind of evil, some existence which can be classified as evil at 
is, well, something my brother used to say a lot.” 


ans Two humans sat alone in that wagon. That situation wasn’t 
particularly unusual for a train already that far away from any 
major city, all the more so on a weekday. Most of the time, they 


were about that empty. Two people was not too much, but not too 
few either. 


One of them was a boy with a tattoo on his face. He wore 
shorts, safety boots, and a tactical vest directly on his skin. 
Sunglasses with thick frames, three piercings on his right ear, cell 
phone straps on his left ear. His long hair, with its sides closely cut, 
was thrown together in a ponytail. 


The other was a girl who wore a red knit cap. She was a little 
taller than the boy who sat beside her, and overall slim, dressed in 
an oversized red hoodie and a pleated skirt one would expect from 
a high school uniform. She also had sunglasses on, but these seemed 
like the cheap ones sold at convenience stores. Perhaps because of 
some sort of tragic accident, both of her hands had been severed, 
with recent wounds that likely still hurt. Around the end of her 
arms were extremely thin strings being used to stop them from 
bleeding. 


In that empty wagon 


The boy and the girl were talking to each other. 


“T know this really skilled guy who’s a specialist in artificial 
body parts. You don’t gotta worry so much. It’ll probably be better 
than before, even.” 


peal Is that so.” 


“After that, I’ll introduce you to this other Zerozaki. Among the 
ones I know, he’s the one with the least worst personality. Then you 
should follow him, and then you can keep living your life, you can 
die, you can deceive, you can be deceived, you can do whatever 
you feel like. ‘Til then, though it’s a hassle, I'll look after ya. It’s a 
request from my brother, after all.” 


Smet You can be really cold sometimes, Hitoshiki-kun.” 
Looking bored, the girl looked at the sky outside the window. 


“Now that we’re family, we should get more flirty around each 
other. With a little sister as cute as mel_||” 


“Didn’t I tell you already that there’s not a single person other 
than my brother that I’ve ever considered family? The only reason I 
joined the Zerozaki Clan was that he was the one who invited me. I 
don’t recommend joining it either. Not that I plan to stop you.” 


“Hmm. You went through a lot, huh? Hitoshiki-kun.” 


“Yeah, but I’m not talking about it. ’m being marketed as a boy 
filled with secrets, after all. It wouldn’t do well for my image if my 
personal matters got exposed.” 


“So boys are cooler when shrouded in shadows.” 


“Nah, that’s not what I’m sayin’ at all. |_| Well, it’s not like I’m 
ever gonna see you again anyways, so I don’t really care about what 
you make of this. I’m a little fed up with this country, you see. 
There are already two people I absolutely don’t want to run 
intol|_lso I’ve decided to go to Texas next.” 


“How do you plan to get there? You don’t have any money, 
right? And you don’t look like you own a passport either.” 


“There are plenty of ways to get around those things. I already 
managed to travel through the whole country, you know.” The boy 
stopped talking for an instant. “What were we talkin’ about again? 
right, my brother. He was always saying some kind of evil was 
necessary for a person to die, but\_|_Ithis time, who do you think 
was that evil?” 


“TIsn’t it pretty obvious that that’s us?” 
The girl answered the boy. 


“Hawatari-san said so as well. I don’t know if it’s their nature or 
their essence or what it was, but, in general, those people seemed 
more ‘proper’ when compared to you or to Soushiki-san. They say 
‘you reap what you sow’ |LII think this time’s conclusion was just 
something like that.” 


“Still LI don’t think this world is so simple that you can just say 
the bad guys are ‘evil’, or ‘Evil’, and call it a day. Dividing things 
between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ is too simplistic, in my opinion. My 
brother always wanted to be ‘normal’ || [which is why he wore that 
weird outfit which didn’t fit him at all but what even qualifies as 
‘normal’ is already dubious. If anything in this world is normal, then 
that’s a miracle, really.” 


“A miraclel|_iyou say.” 


“T mean, nothing good could come from being normal, right? 
Wanting to be normal means wanting to blend in with the crowds 
for a sense of security or stability. You have to be a complete idiot 
to have that as your objective. ‘Individuality is defined by what one 
lacks’|_|_lis also one of my brother’s mottos, but if you were to take 


those words seriously, then that means ‘having no individuality’ is 
the same as having nothing, don’t you think? I used to agree with 
him on most of these things, but I met this real idiot one of these 
days, and that forced me into a situation where I had no choice but 
to change my way of thinking a bit.” 


“A real idiot?” 


“Yeah, some real defective goods. He wasn’t a bad person at all, 
you seel_|| |he’s a liar, he always looks suspicious, he doesn’t think of 
people as people, he doesn’t treat people as people, he’s a really 
absurd guyl| |but he was definitely never evil. He didn’t carry any 
burdens. lhe didn’t have any crosses he had to bear, as far as I 
could tell. Still, far more than me or my brother ever did, he has 
killed so many people. He has massacred so many people it’s 
impossible for one person to remember all of them. He isn’t evil at 
all, but his existence alone is enough to kill people.” 


“He sounds a bit like the Cursing Names.” 


“He’s probably closer to them than we are. But that’s not quite 
right\_|_lif I were to compare him to something, I’d say his existence 
is closer to Humanity’s Strongest Crimson. They would probably go 
well together as a couple!_|_/but it’d be quite the masterpiece, you 
know.” 


“Hmm. I feel like I should meet him one day.” 


“Terrible idea. Girls with short hair aren’t exactly to his taste 
apparently. No questions asked...... or rather, questions asked, you'll 
be killed.” 


Kahaha, the boy laughed. 


“Leaving that aside, that’s why I don’t think that evil is 
necessary for a person’s death. The only things necessary are a 
blade, and bloodshed.” 

They both looked quiet after hearing those words. 

A look of pain. 

A look of grief. 

ots Your brother...... It’s unfortunate, Hitoshiki-kun.” 
The girl was the one to break off the silence. 


The boy, partly as a way to look tough, but not in a way that 


would be apparent to someone observing him, “Hah!”, laughed 
those words away. 


“That might not be true. He was the type to want to die more 
than to live. He said he hated suicide, but you can imagine what 
dark feelings he hid in his heart considering the name of your 
weapon, right? He might not have been evil, but that’s exactly why 
he couldn’t escape from guilt! he was the sort of guy to bear the 
responsibility for things he was never even responsible for. He was 
like the calculator of someone who does nothing but read.” 


Rac ie That so?” 


“You...... forget my brother, you being alive is completely 
abnormal. You know how absurd it is that you survived even after 
losing that much blood, right? What’s up with you? Wanting 
everything to go your way even though it’s completely unrealistic. 
Wishing for my brother to have survived on top of everything that 
already happened is wanting too much.” 


cc 


east Hitoshiki-kun, to you......it would have been better for me 
to have died instead of Soushiki, right? That’d be better as a 
conclusion.” 


“Huh?? Nope, not really. You survived because that was your 
luck, your fate, right? I got nothing to complain about.” 


es et Luck...... fate, you say. Then, even then, it’s still pretty 
unreasonable. My mom and my dad, my sister, my brother, they 
were all killed, after all.” 

“You should be thankful that it ended with that. When it 
happened to my brother, a whole district got wiped out, or so I’m 
told. The admiral was always complaining about how hard it was to 
cover it up.” 


“How was it with you, Hitoshiki-kun? When you became! _|_la 
Zerozaki.” 


“Tm a different type from you and my brother! |’m a Demonic 
Killer by birth, as they call it. I don’t know how my brother saw it, 
but, in that sense, I might stray a bit from the definition of Zerozaki. 
Like him, I’m not really one to fit into definitions. It’s not in our 
character...... in our nature, it seems. It’s not really something I 
wanna talk about too much, though.” 


Hesitantly, the boy, then, continued. 
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You might be thinking that it was because you awakened 
that you brought my brother into your mess, but he stuck his head 
into your problems and got killed all by himself. There’s no room 
for sympathy. | Ihe was just a fool.” 


els Cold as always, Hitoshiki-kun”, the girl stated, looking 
bored. “Wasn’t Soushiki-san the one person you considered family?” 


“My brother hit me all the time.” 


cece ccc cccee 


“He took me in. He helped me. He raised me. He worried about 
me. He looked after me. He loved me. I know that very welll_|_ way 
too well.” 


The boy stated in an awfully direct manner. 


“T watched a movie with him this one time. This really boring 
black-and-white movie which was part of a series I’d never even 
watched. I read books he recommended to me. Though I never read 
the manga he recommended. I played catch with him. That 
scumbag didn’t hold back at all even though I was just a kid, so I 
ended up in the hospital. He gave me a knife. It was cutting myself 
with that knife that I first learned how much it hurt to get cut. The 
curry he made tasted terrible. That’s what we should really be 
calling the Worst.” 

saben Hitoshiki-kun.” 

“T know him well. It’s all things I want to forget, but since I 
can’t, I might as well look back to it, even though it’s annoying. So, 
my brother’s not alone. His death will make a difference. He was 
here. I know that he was here. I know him. I know...... my brother.” 


cece cece cee 


They stayed silent for a bit, until the girl, “Yeahl_ I also...... 
know him”, not to the boy, said softly. 

“Though I thought he was a pervert, at first.” 

“He is a pervert. And an idiot, to top it off. Stupid enough to 
love a guy like me. His skills as a Demonic Killer were high, but 
other than that, there was nothing special about him. Or 
perhaps...... it’s just that he felt cornered.” 


Feeling cornered. 


That’s almost tooL|_Inormal. 


“Don’t you also think that Soushiki-san\_|_|was probably always 
thinking of himself as a failure?” 


“Probably, yeah. I completely agree. So far I’d only disagreed 
with you, but it’s good that we finally feel the same way.” 


(t4 


I wonder how his life was. I mean, I’m not sure if I’m going 
to say this right\_|_/but yourself is the one person you have to stay 
with for your entire life, right? Thinking of yourself as a 
failure\_\_\that’s way too miserable.” 


“That doesn’t apply just to my brother. Everyone has something 
they hate about themselves. Weren’t you thinking of escaping from 
life until just now?” 


“That’s...... that’s true, but...... 


“You shouldn’t think of my brother as the protagonist of some 
tragedy. I get that it’s easy to feel pity, but there’s no sense in 
sugarcoating it. He enjoyed life quite a bit in his own way. He had a 
cute little brother like me, and he even got a simple-minded little 
sister like you at the very, very end.” 
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Nasane I wonder.” 
“There’s no mistake. I’m sure of it.” 


(4 


Then, what about us?” 
The girl asked the boy, stiffly. 
“Do you think. |we pass? Or do we fail, as expected?” 


“Of course we fail_|_lor maybe that’s not it.” The boy interrupted 
himself and then proceeded to scratch his head. “It’s my brother 
we're talking about\_|_ knowing him, he’d probably say we aren’t 
qualified for it”. 

“Qualified?” 

“Qualified for taking the exam. We aren’t. I mean, for sure, this 
is what he’d say._|_!”You have to be an idiot to want to test your 
own family.” 


(t4 


sdk pacweteds Makes sense.” 


For the first time, the girl let out a smile fitting her age. A wide, 
lovely smile which likely matched her usual personality. 


ce 


sauens What are you going to do now, Hitoshiki-kun?” 


“T don’t know what it is Pll do, but doing something is the only 
option I have. I know I just said this, but it’s just that it’s become a 


bit hard for me to live in this country from now on. Before that red 
demon hunter catches up to me, I gotta flee.” 


“Would it not be alright ll for me to go with you?” 


Sincerely, the girl asked. 

“You're sort of my type, Hitoshiki-kun.” 

“It’s a tempting offer. But I’m a lone wolf, and a wanderer, and I 
can’t just wait doing nothing ‘til your hands get ready. 
Besides. lyou have something else you must do, right? The whole 
‘getting revenge for my brother’ thing.” 


cece c ccc cee 


“Tt doesn’t look like they were the only ones involved in 
planning this. They must’ve had some other collaborators. If you 
want to become a member of the Zerozaki Clan, then you know you 
can’t just simply let ‘em go.” 

“You aren’t doing it, Hitoshiki-kun? Getting revenge for him.“ 

“T’m not fit for a world that brutal. There’s also that those 
Cursing Names are quite repulsive, but you can’t deny that that’s 
also true about us Zerozaki. I don’t know if it’s when people join 
factions and lose their individuality, or just anyone who belongs to 
an organization, but, I don’t know, it’s scary. Those guys are 
dangerous, seriously.” 


Tassos Won’t you feel lonely?” 
“Loneliness, huh.” 


Kukuku, the boy snickered. 


“Loneliness, sadness_|_lyou gotta first discuss whether I’m even 
qualified to feel those things. Don’t you also think it’s unfair for a 
killer to feel lonely?” 


“Unfair, you say...... it’s not like I don’t understand where you’re 
getting at, but....... ” The girl didn’t quite agree, but, for the sake of 
argument, she acquiesced. “But isn’t the fact that they can be there 
regardless of those things part of what makes those emotions 
human?” 


“There’s no use in caring about emotions. Emotions don’t really 
mean much next to reason. There’s no such thing as an emotion 
which can’t be suppressed by reason. That is also something he 
taught me. One of his precepts.” 


“Are there other precepts?” 
“Women will make your body crumble’, ‘A wise man keeps 
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away from danger’, ‘The one to steal the good part wins’”. 


“That’s nice. The more you talk about him, the more interesting 
he seems.” Uhuhu, the girl let out a creepy laugh. “If only once, I 
feel like I should meet him.” 


“Tf you’re serious about it, then the way to do it is to go to 
Kyoto. Once you get there, you’ll probably gravitate towards him 
naturally. It seems he possesses the talent of attracting weirdos and 
perverts towards himself. That’s another one of our differences|_|_II 
guess.” 


“Kyoto, then. Alright! ’ll be keeping that in mind.” 


“Though there’s no guarantee that he’ll stay there forever. He’s 
just like me in the way he doesn’t plant roots, and in how he’s the 
type to always stay alone. First of alll |_|”, the boy said, sounding 
ironic. “Nevermind. You’re better off giving up on that. He may be 
kind, but he’s equally merciless. Compared to me, who’s just as 
merciful as unkind, he’s the exact opposite. In Kyoto, 
masterpiecefully, his legacy will be felt long after his death.” 


“Masterpiecefully|_| JUhuhu. That also doesn’t sound|_|l_'bad at 
all” 


The girl smiled mischievously. 


“Before thatll_/first off, for now, it’s Soushiki-san’s, Onii-chan’s 
revenge.” 


“Kahaha_|l (Well, do as you want, as long as it’s in some place 
unrelated to me. I'll be hiding there somewhere, just far away 
enough so you won’t be able to find me, rooting for your success.” 


“Thanks.” 

Until. 

Suddenly. 

A loud screeching noise interrupted their conversation. 


With the impact, the train halted abruptly. Following the law of 
inertia, the boy and the girl fell back into the seats. They had no 
time to brace themselves. It was like the train crashed into some 
immovable object which stood right in the middle of its tracks. It 
had yet to arrive at the next station. From its windows one could 


see that they had stopped in the middle of a railway bridge. Below 
them there was only the fierce current of a river. However, 
nevertheless, what force, what existence could possibly put a stop to 
something as heavy as a train|__|? 
“Waill_iwha, ...... 7 


“Yeah. Now this\_|_|could be a problem.” 


Despite the girl’s slight panic, as usual, the boy let out a devilish 
grin. However, that grin, oddly different from his attitude up to this 
point, mixed in with some impatience, self-deprecation and 
resignation, also revealed a certain unease. Failing to grasp the true 
meaning behind that grin, the girl looked even more disoriented. 

But she would soon learn the reason behind the current 
predicament. 

As if an explosion had broken down right outside of the train, 
one of the doors of the wagon the girl and the boy were in was 
blown off inwards. Its two parts crashed into the door which stood 
on its opposite side, after which both doors flew outside of the 
train. 

And then. 


From the space that door used to be in 


One more human boarded the wagon. 
Imposingly, as if being there was their natural right. 


Shel_|_Ishe had her slender, tall body covered by a blindingly red 
outfit. She was fairly, or rather, incredibly, overpoweringly 
beautiful, a beauty one couldn’t help but be mesmerized by. 
Shoulder-length red hair, eyes which could pierce your soul. An air 
of intimidation emanated from her entire body leven though they 
stood relatively distant from each other, the boy and the 
girl_|_lsolely because of that presence, felt overwhelmed. There was 
a shocking sense of inhumanness, made immediately understood the 
moment she set foot in that place. 


She 
Is known as Death-Colored Crimson. 


“Here I am|_|||Demonic Killer. Just in time for the conclusion 
[obstruction].” 


She let out a sarcastic smile. 


“The time has come, Hitoshiki-kun\_||_ you don’t know how much 
trouble I went through looking around for ya. Now finally, if you 
wanna kill me and dismember me, line up and rearrange me then 
expose me to the world, then I wanna see you try.” 


Step by step, as if checking her surroundings, step by step, 
leisurely, she approached the boy and the girl. The boy sighed and, 
“This really is a masterpiece...... ”, saying that, got up from the seat 
he’d fallen on. Due to its sudden stop, it appeared as though the 
wagon had derailed, and, on its now tilted floor, the boy stood up 
firmly. However, in contrast to that, as if he were obligated to do it, 
sluggishly, he took out a butterfly knife from his vest pocket and 
pointed it at her. 
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Say. 
Collapsed on a seat, the girl asked the boy. 


“Is she your enemy, Hitoshiki-kun?” 


The boy nodded, silent. Seeming happy, “Uhuhu”, the girl 
laughed in response and, as if kicking the air, sprung up from the 
train’s seat. 

“Tf that’s the case.” 

From the holster hidden inside her pleated skirt came flying a 
pair of scissors. In facti_|\calling it a pair of scissors might be a bit 
of a stretch. Still, relying solely on words to describe it, it was a tool 
best referred to as that. 


If you were to describe it more precisely, then! its handles 
were shaped like a half-moon with proportions adequate to a 
person’s hand, connected to two double-edged Japanese-styled 
blades welded out of iron and steel, screwed together in a way that 
made them relatively mobile. Moreover, the blade attached to the 
thumb ring was slightly smaller than the one attached to the finger 
ring. Its appearance was that of scissors, and that was the best way 
to describe it, but it was impossible to think of it as anything other 
than a weapon meant for murder. 


Those scissors were once given the titlel_|_lof Mind Render 
[Suicidal Tendencies]. 


And again it would be used under that name. 


“Then || she’s my enemy as well.” 
The girl caught the Mind Render [Suicidal Tendencies] in 


midair with her mouth, and, like the boy, stood up to her. Looking 
at the girl, not knowing how to feel, the boy dropped his shoulders 
and simply laughed, sarcastically. 


“Tl assist ya.” 
“Thank you.” 
And so, the two stepped forward to face her. 


Not hesitating 


Not fearing anyone else 


Not running away from their own selves. 


Faced by those two, she looked like she found that situation to 
be incredibly, incredibly, incredibly fun, and nothing other than 
that. As if it weren’t her fault that she would feel a sense of joy 
from the bottom of her heart when two people pointed weapons 
towards her. 


And it was the same_||_for the girl. 


While somewhat shook, aware of the fact that blood was all that 
awaited her, she faced her while grinning from ear to ear. While 
that smile was the exact opposite of the expression she had on her 
face up to that pointi|_lit was a smile reminiscent of her past self. 
Not letting that smile fade away, she thrust the Mind Render’s 
[Suicidal Tendencies’s] blades towards her. 


It was the smilel_|| lof a Demonic Killer. 


“T feel for ya, Defective Goods. Must be one truly unlucky life.” 

As if he were tired of dealing with those sorts of things, as if he 
couldn’t keep up with it, looking fed up, the boy grumbled to 
himself. 


If you’re assisting me, then 


“Tl be starting! ithe Zerozaki.” 


Once a Zerozaki starts, it never ends. 
(Zerozaki Hitoshikil || Disqualified) 
(Zerozaki Maiori|_||_ Disqualified) 
(End of Exam) 


[1]Maiori (224%): dance (mai) + weave (ori, which can also be 


read as shiki, used in Soushiki and Hitoshiki) 


Afterword: 


Every time I read my past novels I end up thinking: “how would 
I write this nowadays?”, but the answer is always the same: 
“nowadays, I wouldn’t write it”. Even if I tried writing the same 
story, it would likely end up as something completely different. And 
it’s one thing for the story to end up differently, but having the 
characters end up as different people is something I absolutely want 
to avoid. I’m still very fond of them up to this day, but the one 
who’s best at writing the Zerozaki Clan as they are is the Nisio Isin 
of the past, not the Nisio Isin of the present. If there’s a work which 
can be described as something which “could only have been written 
then”, then the Ningen Series is exactly that, or rather, in fact, I’m 
truly happy that it was then that I wrote it as a series of novels. And 
I wish for today’s Nisio Isin to keep writing novels that “could only 
have been written then”. Going forward, so that I can write novels 
which can only be written going forward, I imagine accumulating 
those experiences is something important. 
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